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William Alastair Zabel, Bill to his friends, wiped the 
Sweat off his brow as he watched the men dig. He was 
currently standing in the desert, at an excavation going 
on in northern Iraq. While the Middle East was a 
frequently volatile region, he had secured a special 


permit by paying the right people. 


Some of course would say bribery. Well, what of it 
then? Didn’t a man have the right to do as he pleased 
with his resources? It seemed to Zabel, to be no different 
than making public donations. Either way, when one was 
wealthy, there were always others who felt that sharing 


the wealth was in order. 


Back in the States, his company, Zabel Security, 
provided security guards and soon, electronic 
surveillance for both public and private clients. He would 


eventually be able to expand his business from his home 


town of Monstruwakan Valley, New York. He would scout 


out locations later, however. Now he had other concerns. 


A few years ago, a manuscript was discovered in 
another dig not far from here. The dig was of a small 
compound, probably pre Sumerian in origin. It also had 


an epic poem entitled Inana, Queen of Apsu. 


Amazingly, it contained names of many Sumerian 
gods: Inana, Nergal, Enki and Tammuz. But here, they 
weren't portrayed as divine but as real people. The 


account spoke of an actual city ruled by a Queen Inana. 


She had sought long and hard for power over her 
enemies. Not only was she a fearsome warrior, but she 
had delved into sorcery and had even managed to 


imprison Death. 


The results had been catastrophic, as the dead 


lingered on as evil spirits and skin walkers. Eventually, 


Death had broken free, and destroyed the city. The tale 
seemed to be almost an origin story for the Middle 
Eastern pantheon. Especially when the ruins of Apsu had 


been discovered. 


The historical and archaeological world had been 
stunned. While many had scoffed at the finds being older 
than Sumerian, a few translators and professors had been 
brave enough to stake their reputations on the find. 

Zabel had hired one of them, a Charles Beaumont, to 
translate any other manuscripts they found. Sure 
enough, the records were slowly revealing a way of life 


older than originally thought. 


Zabel’s interest in it all hadn’t been merely 
academic. The part that intrigued him the most hadn’t 
been the rewriting of history, but the ability to stop 


Death. 


All his life, Zabel had feared it. Far more than the 
average person, he would often lay awake at night, 
drenched with sweat, just thinking about it. While young, 
he had watched a grandmother die. His parents had 
been foolish enough to take him to the hospice to ‘say his 
last goodbyes.’ He had seen the old woman thrashing 
and moaning in pain, begging to live. He had never been 


the same since. 


A foreman came up to him. “Sir, come quickly,” he 


Said. 


Zabel followed the man to a site inside the city. A 
tower had toppled ages ago, and he had to walk inside an 
opening that had once been a top window. Inside, lit by 
portable flashlights, was a single skeleton. At its feet 
were seven stone tablets. Six were intact, while the 
seventh looked like it had been thrown to the ground and 


shattered. 


The manuscript mentioned that Inana’s servant had 
freed Death by breaking the seventh tablet. This 
Ninshabar, as the epic called her, had seen what had 
happened and knew that the balance of the natural world 


had to be restored. 
“It’s true,” Zabel said quietly. “The legend is true.” 


He would have to have the skeleton packed up and 
sent back to the States. Beaumont was expected to arrive 
today to translate. But he had no doubt that he gazed 


upon Queen Inana. 


Charles Beaumont arrived in the Iraqi airport. A dark 
haired and dark eyed young man, Charles had barely 
been outside of his hometown of Oakwood, Indiana, let 
alone abroad. He had enjoyed ancient history, had 


earned a degree in it from Oakwood University, and had 


taught there quietly for the last several years. He earned 
enough to get by, but still hadn’t been able to afford any 


real vacations, let alone expeditions. 


Then he had received an advertisement from a Mr. 
Zabel of Monstruwakan Valley, New York. It called for 
young scholars to apply for a Smithsonian backed 
expedition to Iraq to discover a new find. He applied with 
an essay, not really expecting that a minor academic 


would be selected, but seeing no harm in it. 


To his surprise, he had been selected. He was then 
given a plane ticket and passport application. Now, here 
he was, in Baghdad, getting ready to work as translator 


for a newly discovered site. 
“Mr. Beaumont?” 


Charles turned around. A distinguished looking black 


man in a tailor made suit walked up. The man smiled and 


extended his hand. “I’m Curwen Knight, Mr. Zabel’s 


corporate lawyer.” 


“Hello sir,” Charles took the offered hand. “I’m sorry, 


lawyer?” 


Curwen chuckled. “Iraq isn’t the easiest country to 
visit.” 

He gestured around. Several guards were there, and 
Charles had taken some time to get through customs. 
The Ba’ath party had been in power for several years, 
and Zabel had been forced to negotiate carefully for 


permission to dig. 


“Come with me, Mr. Beaumont,” Curwen said. He led 
Charles outside. Two other Americans were seated in the 
front seat of a jeep. Both were about his age, one black 


and one white. 


“My brother, Bronson, and Thomas Lynch,” Curwen 
introduced them. “Bronson is head of the security guards 


at Zabel’s main office. Lynch just joined us.” 
“Security guards?” 


“Zabel’s business is in providing security for people, 
places and events,” Bronson told him. “We’re looking at 


upgrading to electronics within the next year.” 


“I was recruited to serve Zabel as a way of reducing 
my prison sentence.” That was Lynch, the white guy. 
Beaumont wasn’t sure he liked his looks. He had the air 


of living a hard life. Maybe even a violent one. 


Lynch smiled and gave Charles a mouthful of 
crooked teeth. “Not much of a choice at all, really. Not 
many chances to go straight. Zabel wanted me to look 


for weaknesses in his men and equipment that a thief can 


exploit. To catch a thief and all that. Ever meet a thief, 


Charlie?” 


Lynch smiled wider. “Ever do anything illegal? Ever 


do drugs?” 


“Leave him alone,” Bronson said. He started the 


engine. “You’re not scaring anyone. Just annoying me.” 


That wasn’t exactly true, as the man did make 
Charles nervous. But he nodded his thinks to Bronson 
and hopped in the back of the jeep. Curwen took the 


other seat, and they headed north. 


After several hours driving in the desert, a small 


Speck appeared on the horizon. 


“That is Mar Mattai,” Curwen began. 


“Yes, the Syrian Christian monastery,” Charles 
finished. “It’s one of the oldest continuous congregations 


in the world.” 
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“Very good,” Curwen smiled. 


“It was the subject of my essay,” Charles added. 


“The site we’re going to, the city of Apsu, is between 


Mar Mattai and the Zagros Mountains.” 


“I understand that the mountains have a site as 


well?” 


“Yes. A small compound was discovered there a few 
years ago. The Christian villagers in this part of the 
country, dispersed through Kurdish territory, claim that 


their ancestors lived at the site.” 


Lynch turned to the right. They weren’t to go to the 
monastery, and Charles felt a brief moment of 
disappointment. He had hoped to see more of the 
country, but his hosts clearly wanted to get to the site as 


soon as possible. 
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“In fact, that’s how Apsu was discovered,” Curwen 
continued. “They followed directions from the manuscript 


that was found there. Inana, Queen of Apsu.” 
“Like the Epic of Gilgamesh?” Charles asked. 


“Older, and written in an older dialect of Sumerian,” 


Curwen replied. 


“I saw a synopsis of it in a journal,” Charles told him. 
“It was about a warrior queen ruling over a city state. She 
fought her uncle in a war for control. To that end, she 
went to a place in the mountains. There, she found seven 


tablets that gave her control over life and death.” 
“What did you think of it?” 


“It was very interesting. Inana was the goddess of 
love and war. She also possessed the Me’ tablets on 


which were said to have great wisdom.” 
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“Zabel thinks what we have may be the source of the 


legends.” 


It was dark by the time they reached the excavation 
site. Lights illuminated a large village of tents, both for 
research and for resting. Charles couldn’t see much of 
the dig site beyond, but thought he saw a tower on its 


side. 


The camp seemed bursting with excitement as the 
jeep was parked. The four got out, and at first Charles 
thought it was because of them. But instead, the people 


were rushing to a large tent in the middle of camp. 


Curwen led them in. Dozens of men, some native 
workers, and other American archaeologists were 
crowding around a table. Charles tried to stand on his 
tiptoes to see what all the excitement was about. 
Bronson and Lynch, however, pushed their way through 


the crowd. 
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Charles saw a skeleton on a table. With it were six 


stone tablets and parts of a seventh. 
“What on Earth?” Charles asked. 
“These must be,” Curwen began. 


“Let Mr. Beaumont draw his own conclusions,” a 


voice interrupted. 


A burly man with long hair pulled back in a ponytail 
stepped forward from the crowd. Another man, older and 


darker complected, also approached. 


“You are Charles Beaumont?” the first man asked. 
He smiled and extended his hand. “William Zabel. Call 


me Bill.” 


“Thank you sir... Bill,” Charles said, shaking his 


offered hand. 
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“You’ve had a long day, I’m sure,” Zabel continued. 
“We have too. We've just discovered what is probably 


the most important find to date.” 


He pointed to the other man. “Dr. Colon, our liaison 


with the Smithsonian.” 
“Good evening,” the professor said. 


He pointed to a man with thinning red hair looking at 
the skeleton. “And Dr. Morgan Whately over there is my 
personal physician. He’s here to examine any human 


remains we find.” 


“Hello Charles,” Whately said with a respectful nod. 


“Welcome to Iraq. Welcome to Apsu, rather.” 


Charles craned his neck to see the tablets better. 
“Cuneiform,” he identified. “But it seems jumbled up. 


“Some of the characters are...” 
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“Downright weird,” Zabel finished. “Yes. In your 
quarters, | have a full transcript of the Queen of Apsu 
epic. More than what you saw in the journal. It’s in 
Sumerian. After you get a good night’s rest, I’d like you 


to translate it.” 


It sounded like a test, but Charles was more than 
happy to take it. He had been curious about the full epic 


since reading the original article. 


Charles awoke early the next morning. After a quick 
breakfast, he was pouring over the manuscript left in his 
room. As Zabel said, it was an earlier form of Sumerian, 
but he had his favorite reference books with him. 


Translating it proved reasonably easy. 
“Ah, Mr. Beaumont. Hitting the books | see?” 


Charles looked up and saw Dr. Colon approaching. 
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“Yes sir. | must say, this is extraordinary,” Charles 
said. “It’s like something out of Euhemerus, like seeing 
the beginning of a pantheon. They recognize the moon 


god, Sin, and the primordial gods, Apsu and Tiamet.” 
“Worshipped by the later Sumerians,” Colon nodded. 


“Yet other Sumerian gods, Inana, Nergal, and Enki 
are here represented as people. Euhemerus was a Greek 
who believed all the Olympian gods were conflated tales 
of mortals. Here though, it’s not so extreme. The Apsu 


people’s religion seems to fall in the middle.” 
“Have you reached the end yet?” 


“Almost. There is a personification of death named 
Calculon. Through him, there are even hints of one God. 
Whoever composed this epic must have been an amazing 


theologian.” 
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Four more people came in. All were Iraqi. There was 


an older man, two younger men, and a woman. 


And such a woman. Charles’ jaw dropped. Never in 
his life had he seen anyone so beautiful. Long black hair 
framed a sweet olive skinned face. Dark eyes, intelligent 
and kind, peered out at them. She walked with a lithe 
grace that invoked Helen, Cleopatra and Scheherazade all 
at once, and yet the woman seemed unaware of the 


effect she had on him. 
“L...” Charles stammered. 


“Where's Zabel?” one of the young men asked, 


abruptly to the point of a growl. 


“I’m here, Jeremiah,” Zabel’s voice called. He 


emerged from the next room. “What’s going on?” 


Jeremiah turned to the old man, and spoke in Iraqi. 
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“Charles, this is Gershom Mattai, leader of the Syrian 
Christian village near here,” Zabel explained while the 
newcomers spoke in their own language. “His sons, 
Jeremiah and Daniel, are diggers. And | believe this is the 


sister they have mentioned?” 


“Ashera Mattai,” the woman smiled. She extended 
her hand. Zabel took it and kissed it. Then Ashera 
repeated the gesture at Charles. He trembled as he took 
her hand, but didn’t have the courage to kiss it. Instead, 
he blushed, wondering, not for the first time, why people 
had to do that when they were already shy and 


embarrassed. She only smiled. 


“Father wants to see find,” Daniel said. “Doesn’t 


believe.” 


“What he means is that we’ve told ourselves tales of 


Apsu for centuries,” Ashera explained. Her English was 
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better than her brothers. “To see tangible proof of it 


would be amazing.” 


“Of course,” Charles said. Colon and Zabel gave him 


a look between amused and annoyed. 


“Very generous of you, Beaumont, but we will share 
the find ourselves,” Zabel said. “Keep working on the 


translation please.” 


“Yes, sir. Sorry.” He sat down. The Iraqis themselves 
seemed amused. Ashera gave him another smile, and he 


felt himself reddening again. 


Why? 


Gershom looked down at the tablets and the bones. 
He reached out and touched one. His face was 
unreadable and he shuddered. Then, he began speaking 


to Ashera in Iraqi. 
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“Father wants to know what you plan to do with 


these,” Ashera said. 


“They will be treated with the utmost care,” Zabel 


replied. We will show respect for your ancestor.” 
“Not our ancestor,” Jeremiah corrected, frowning. 


“If this is her, the Inana,” Ashera continued. “It 
would better if the bones and tablets were destroyed. 


Apsu was Said to fall because of her evil.” 


“We can’t do that, of course,” Zabel said. “We can 


move them far from here.” 


“We've only begun our excavations,” Colon said. 


“We see that it ended suddenly and violently.” 


Gershom turned and pointed over his shoulder. After 


giving a message to his children, Ashera translated. 
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“He would like a copy of the epic. He doesn’t speak 
or read English, and my brothers had to leave school 
before me to support the family. So if you would allow 


me, I'd like to stay here to make our own translation.” 


“| don’t see a problem with that,” Zabel replied. 


After a few days, Charles handed his translated 
manuscript to Zabel and Colon. They looked over it and 
nodded their approval. He had translated it to their 


satisfaction, and they had some other papers for him. 


“Here are a few rubbings for tablets we’ve 
uncovered,” Colon said, handing them to Charles. They 
were written in cuneiform but, unlike the epic, they were 
written in Apsu. Like Old English versus modern, he could 


recognize a few words. It was not unlike hearing a 
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conversation such that you were too far away to hear 


most of it, and yet still sounded familiar. 


“It looks like | have a lot of work to do,” he remarked. 
“I can read some words. Others, | could probably figure 
out using context clues. It may take awhile, but | think | 


can do it.” 


“You impressed both of us with your efficient 
translation of the epic,” Colon replied. “Tell me, what kind 


of young man has such fondness for antiquity?” 


“| don’t know. Being from a small Midwestern town, 
life seemed so ordinary. Almost boring. But when I’d go 
to the library, the books, both real and fictional, seemed 
to show places that were larger than life. Sumer, Egypt, 
Assyria, they all have an air of mystery to them. Yet, at 


the same time, they were people, like you and me.” 
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“Yes,” Zabel murmured. “The same hopes. The 


same fears.” 


That evening, Charles ate dinner in a large tent set 
up aS amess hall. Zabel was seated at a table with 
Lynch, Colon and Whately. Curwen had to return to 
Baghdad to keep an eye on things there and to check on 


Zabel’s business back home. 


Charles sat with the other Americans. After some 
Small talk and an update on the translation, Charles 


asked his employer how he got involved. 


Zabel looked pensive and didn’t answer for several 
minutes. Then he began to speak of how he had lost his 


grandmother. 


“Her last words were a panicked plea,” Zabel 


remembered. “‘No, please help me. | don’t want to die. 
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| don’t want to die.’” He shook his head. “I’ve never 
forgotten that. So I kept the fear with me. Over the 
years. I’ve talked with more clergy, philosophers and 
scientists that | can count. It always boils down to the 
same thing. Belief. What of belief? Why can’t there be 


proof?” 


“What kind of proof would you need sir?” Charles 


asked. “A miracle? A near death experience?” 


“| researched those in literature and history.” He 
smiled wistfully. “I even went to some allegedly haunted 
locations. Oh, to be sure, they were creepy places. But | 


didn’t have any ghosts come up and talk to me.” 


“There’s God and Christ,” Charles said. “There’s an 


account of conquering death if there ever was one.” 
“Witnessed by whom?” 


“His followers. Then written down.” 
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“Sounds biased to me,” Lynch said. “They needed to 


put people in churches and money in coffers.” 


“There weren’t churches then,” Charles said. 
“Besides, it was outlawed for three centuries. Most of the 


Original followers were killed for their testimony.” 
“While Nero fiddled,” Whately remarked dryly. 


“None of the apostles recanted at their deaths,” 


Charles countered. “No one dies for a lie or delusion.” 


“Maybe I’m playing devil’s advocate here,” Zabel 
said. “But we don’t know they stuck by the story. We're 
told by the written record they did so. Ancient history is 
all about propaganda. Did anyone ever record 


themselves as they really were, warts and all?” 
“Actually, yes.” 


They looked up from the table. Ashera sat down with 


her dinner. After a quick prayer, she continued. “Both 
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the Jews and the Hittites recorded their rulers’ faults as 
well as virtues. And Eusebius reported Christians who fell 
away in the face of persecution at Gaul. Those historians 


were far more honest than the Egyptians.” 


“Hatshepsut was angry when her successors tried to 
purge her from the record,” Colon pointed out. “Yes, 
those people rewrote history almost immediately after 
first writing it. Only the current pharaoh had the right to 


be divine.” 


Charles looked at Ashera. “Your knowledge of 


history is better than most Americans.” 


She laughed. “Of course. Father insisted on all his 


children learning as early as possible.” 


“The thing about Christians though,” Zabel said. “l 


don’t mean to offend you two, but my experience is that 
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most of them are as afraid of death as non believers. 


What good then is their faith?” 
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“Lord | believe, help me with my unbelief’,” Ashera 


said. “You have to forgive people for being people.” 
“Still, it requires faith,” Zabel insisted. 
“You don’t believe in God?” Charles asked. 


“No way,” Lynch put in. “Too much disease. Too 
much death. In this world, you have to take what you can 


while you can. You’re on your own.” 


“| could point to the order in nature and say of 
course there is,” Whately said. “Or I could point to the 
disease, the vestigial organs, and the genetic 
abnormalities, and say no. | don’t know. I’ve always 


thought it could be argued either way.” 


“When one gets down to it, all theories as to why you 


are here are farfetched,” Colon said. “God, a vital force, 
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random chance. By all rights, there shouldn’t be 
anything. Yet here we are. Sol say yes. The heavens 


declare his glory.” 


“But we've strayed far from our original topic,” Zabel 
said. “You asked how | got involved in this dig. I read 
the same journal article you did. | subscribe to half a 
dozen or more journals on all different subjects. Who 
knows what you may find? | saw that a place had been 
discovered in the Zagros Mountains. | read of the epic. 
So | decided to fund the next expedition. | think the Apsu 


people knew things we didn’t.” 


“Do you really think there’s an answer for death in 
the tablets?” Charles asked. Respect notwithstanding, he 


couldn’t keep some of the disbelief out of his voice. 


Zabel shrugged. “What is there to lose by looking? 


What is there to gain if they did?” 
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IV 


The next evening, Ashera and Charles worked on 
their respective manuscripts. Actually, he had gotten 
little done on account of his companion. He had made an 
effort not to stare, but it had proven difficult. For her 
part, she had smiled at him a few times but had said very 


little. 


He had translated a few more words, so he had 
something to show for his progress at least. He was 


feeling hungry, so he stood and addressed Ashera. 


“Excuse me?” he began. She looked up. “I’m going 
to see if anything is in the kitchen. Would you like to 


come with me?” 
“All right. I’m getting tired of Inana for now anyway.” 


She stood, and they found some leftovers. As they 


ate, he chattered on about his home and family. 
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“I live at home, with my parents and younger brother 
now,” he told her. “I’m hoping to make enough to get my 
own place soon. My grandparents ran the town library. | 
remember telling them once | would read every book 


there.” 
“Did you?” 
“I’m still working on it.” 


She laughed. He felt like he was rambling after 
awhile, but like most young men, he felt like he couldn’t 
be silent in front of a beautiful woman. He certainly 


didn’t want her to find him boring. 


If she did, she was too polite to show it. And when 
he asked her to take a walk with him, she said yes. Night 


was falling, but the lights enabled them to see the ruins. 
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In addition to the fallen tower, there were parts of 
the palace and surrounding homes. Ashera’s brothers 


were among the last shift finishing up for the day. 


“Hi. Dan isn’t it?” Charles asked one of them. 


“Daniel,” he corrected. “Don’t shorten it.” 


“Sorry. How’s it going?” 


Daniel and Jeremiah pointed to an area near them. 


“Grave yard. Like ones today.” 


“Mr. Zabel and Dr. Colon think that we may have to 
rewrite history,” Jeremiah said. “That the Apsu knew 


more than we thought ancients did.” 


“Come on over,” Daniel offered. 


They were escorted to the graveyard. In a shaft 


grave, several feet under, they saw the skeleton of a 
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dead Apsu. Over in another area, they found the bones 


of horses. So they knew that skill too. 


“It must have been a beautiful place once,” Ashera 


remarked, looking around. 


“Everything here is beautiful,” Charles remarked. 


She turned to smile at him, and he blushed. 
“We should get back home,” Jeremiah said. 


“Yes,” Ashera agreed. She gave Charles a hug. “You 


Shouldn’t be so nervous,” she whispered in his ear. 
He looked at her, surprised. “See you tomorrow?” 
“Of course,” she said. 


She left with her brothers. He heard them talking 
and laughing in their native language. He hoped he 
wasn’t the butt of some joke. Why did beautiful women 


turn otherwise smart men into idiots? 
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Zabel allowed him to look more closely at the seven 


main tablets that had been found in the tower. 


“It’s like | thought,” Charles told his employer. “The 
language of these is different from Sumer or Apsu. 


Except for the last two lines.” 


He pointed to a part of the broken tablet. Sure 
enough, there was a hastily scrawled portion that had 


been clearly been added much later. 


“This part is Inana’s name,” Charles said. “I think the 
next line is Queen of Apsu? The more minor tablets 
you've found here in Apsu are written in a more 
complicated script than this scrawl. But it’s still not as 


much as the rest of the tablets.” 


“According to the epic, Inana and Enki also had to 


translate them,” Zabel remembered. “Obviously it wasn’t 
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their language either, but somehow they got it. Even 


without any kind of key.” 


“The legend said that the tablet’s language didn’t 
just record knowledge,” Charles said. “But that they 
changed the reader. Made the reader’s mind more akin 


to the writer.” 


“Surely nothing magical,” Colon said. He was sorting 
out more tablet rubbings for Charles. “Learning from a 
teacher does make a student’s mind sharper. Besides, it’s 
evident that writing is far older than our colleagues will 
admit. Apsu, Sumerian, Egyptian hieroglyphs, and 


Phoenician letters are a rediscovery, not an original one.” 


“Maybe only a partial rediscovery,” Charles offered. 


“But I’m not ready to concede magic either.” 


“Why not?” Zabel asked. “I’m open minded and I’m 


not even settled on the question of God yet. You are, and 
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would probably admit to miracles. Wouldn’t magic be the 


same?” 


“I don’t think so. Both are supernatural. But 
miracles are things like healing or providing sustenance 


” 


Or... 


He looked at Zabel. “Reversing death. They are 
clearly not natural, but they move along natural lines. 
Either reversing or speeding up natural processes. 
Witchcraft, sorcery, or magic with a ‘k’ do something 
different. They twist nature. The Olympian gods turned 
people into all manner of beasts and plants at the 
slightest offence. Or it involves luck rubbing off of one 


thing to another.” 


“Or it calls forth and tries to enslave spirits of the 
dead,” Colon said. “An evil thing, that. Remember the 


witch of Endor.” 
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“Take it easy, you two,” Zabel said. “This is an 
academic investigation. Nothing more. Besides, before 
we worry about the tablets changing us, we better get a 


handle on Apsu’s language.” 


V 


A month passed. Ashera had finished her Iraqi 
translation of the epic. She had made copies for the 
government, the Smithsonian, and her village. Then she 
helped Charles on increasing their Apsu vocabulary. They 
had also made a nightly ritual out of dinner and a stroll 


among the ruins. 
“Ashera, may | ask you a question?” Charles asked. 


“Of course,” she replied. 
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“Your brothers have biblical names. Yet yours is 


Canaanite. Why is that?” 


She shrugged. “It’s just a common name around my 


community. Besides...” 


She pointed up to the sky. A full moon was out. 
“Americans and Europeans use the name Diana. Yet they 


don’t worship that goddess anymore.” 
“No, that’s true.” 


She gave him a wounded look. “You don’t find it 


appealing?” 


He didn’t answer, and she laughed to assure him she 


wasn’t offended. Then she took his hand. 


“You could call me Sheri if you like,” she told him. 


“That’s more American, isn’t it?” 


“Well, it wasn’t that, it was...” 
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She leaned in and kissed him. He kissed her back, 


and then pulled away before things got too awkward. 
“See you tomorrow, Charles.” 


“Good night. Sheri.” 


VI 


A few more months passed. In addition to having a 
working vocabulary of Apsu, Charles found he was able to 


translate the scrawl on the fragmented tablet. 


“I, Inana, Queen of Apsu,” he read aloud to Zabel. “l 


will triumph.” 


“Bold statement,” Zabel said. “Not out of line for an 


ancient ruler though.” 
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He paused before speaking again. “We're going to 
need to leave soon,” Zabel said. “I got a call from 
Curwen in Baghdad. The current Ba’ath leader has died. 
The probable successor looks like a man with ambition. 


We should start the long process of packaging.” 


He and Charles went to another tent, where Colon 
was. “We've discussed the arrangement with the 
Smithsonian. You get all the artifacts, but you did promise 
that | could keep copies of the rubbings. | also wanted a 


plaster cast of the skeleton.” 


“The rubbings will be fine,” Colon said. “But we'll 
have to hold off on the skeleton until it’s been cleaned 


and examined.” 


The next day, packing began. But something strange 
began to happen. Bronson fell ill. Then, as the artifacts 
were being packed up, more fell ill with flu like disease. 


The victim’s throats constricted and they lost a lot of 
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energy. Dr. Whately, who had originally been along asa 
medic and possible examiner, now had an entire ward of 


patients. 


Gershom came to visit because Jeremiah had fallen 
ill. He sat at the end of his sons’ bed, praying day and 
night. The younger man was getting hydrated with 
dextrose as his appetite had almost vanished. Whately 
had run tests on all the patients and cultured blood and 
mucus samples. Everything had come back negative. No 


virus, no bacteria, no allergen, nothing. 


What was happening? 


Lynch snuck from the barracks to the tent with the 
crates. It was night, and while the lights were still on, no 


one was outside. The illness and the changing political 
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landscape had ended the expedition prematurely. Who 


could tell when they would be allowed to return? 


No matter. His employer, Zabel, had found what he 
had hoped to find. The seven proverbial tablets and the 


probable body of Inana herself. 


Ducking in, he saw the crate containing the items in 
question. As an ex thief, he could probably pry open the 
lock, take the items and replace the lock with minimal 
evidence that anything was amiss. Zabel, however, 
didn’t want to want to leave any trace whatsoever. So he 
had provided two new labels. One to the Smithsonian, 
care of Dr. Calvin Colon, and one for Zabel’s office in 
Monstruwakan Valley. All he had to do was to place them 
over the existing labels and they would get what they 


wanted. 


Lynch placed the Zabel label over the Smithsonian. 


Then he located Zabel’s crate and put the Smithsonian 


42 


label over it. Fortunately Colon himself hadn’t done much 
packaging, so he shouldn’t notice the different boxes 


coming in. 


He snuck out and looked around. No one else was in 
sight. Perfect. He casually strolled past the tent that had 
been converted into an infirmary. No one had died yet, 
but he heard coughs and uneasy breathing. He didn’t like 


it, and would be glad to leave his place. 


VII 


Gershom said his prayers on the bed of his son. He 
didn’t know what was happening, but somehow knew the 
lost tablets had something to do with it. Inana, the 
necromancer. Inana, who had later been a pagan 
goddess. Inana, whose name was still feared today, even 


by the Christians in the village and monastery. 
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He heard a noise. Standing up, he went outside. To 
his horror, he saw a black shadow walking past the tent. 


A shadow cast by no visible person. 


He cried out, and the shadow turned to him. He felt 
an evil presence reach out for him. No sounds were 
made, but he knew this entity hated him and wanted to 


harm him. 


He reached into his pocket and pulled out a cross. He 
began chanting loudly in his native language. First he 
said all the prayers he could think of. Then he beseeched 


the thing, in God’s name, to leave and never return. 


A scream pierced the night, and the space between 
them. A scream of rage and of pain and of fear even 
greater than Gershom’s. The shadow feared his God. 
Yes. Resist the devil and he will flee from you. Or she, 


for the scream was a woman's. 
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The specter vanished and he heard footsteps. Lynch 
came up, followed by the other Americans. Even 


Bronson, who still coughed, but seemed better. 


“What was that?” Lynch demanded. “What’s going 


on?” 


It seemed like a miracle. As the sun rose, it seemed 
like more than visible darkness had lifted. All the people 
had recovered. If anything, Gershom and the Americans 
now looked worse, since none of them had slept that 


night. 


They hardly knew what to make of Gershom’s claims 
of seeing a ghost. Yet the results spoke for themselves. 
Whatever had happened, it was due to no natural 


disaster. 
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“I will contact the monks at Mar Mattai before you 
leave,” Sheri said, translating for her father. “They can 
go around the site and the camp to exorcise any other 
evil spirits. Then it should be safe. Also, with your 
permission, we would like to accompany all of you to 


America. Things are no longer safe here.” 


“We are on a tight schedule,” Colon said. “Curwen 
keeps stressing the need for haste. We need to leave the 


country while we still can.” 


“It will only take one more day,” Gershom said 


through Sheri. “Please.” 


“All right. Tell your father to do what he feels 
necessary. Yes, of course you may come with us. You 


have been very helpful to me. It’s the least | can do.” 
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Sheri told him. Then she looked up at Charles. “We 
would like a word with you. Not about the expedition. 


Something else.” 
“Sure,” Charles said. 


As the three walked away, Zabel turned to Colon. 
“We can humor the old man. But I’m taking the artifacts 
to Baghdad and getting on the first plane. There’s no 
telling when we'll be able to return here. The region’s 
volatile enough during good times. This new leader, 
though, Curwen tells me might be ready to go to war with 


his neighbors.” 


“I understand,” Colon said. “I will be busy pretty 
soon here myself. Make sure the artifacts get to 


Washington safely.” 


ll bes m 
| will. 
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Zabel walked away from the other man. He passed 
Charles, Gershom and Sheri. They were talking about 


something very important to the father. 


“Ashera and | have talked about this a long time,” 
Gershom said to the younger man. His tone was mild, 
but his face was downcast. “We don’t know what will 


happen in the near future.” 


“Besides,” Sheri added. “It might not be a bad idea 
to see what will become of the artifacts. To ensure that 


they receive the care they deserve.” 
“Is there something else?” Charles asked. 


She looked over at her father. Gershom began 


Speaking, and she translated for him. 


“My daughter loves you, Charles. And I can see that 


you love her as well.” 
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“Yes sir. | do. With your blessing, | would like to be 


her husband.” 


He didn’t blush this time. Sheri put her arm around 


him. Gershom embraced them both. 
VIII 


Once they arrived in America, Charles, Sheri and her 
family spent a week in Mr. Zabel’s hometown of 
Monstruwakan Valley, New York. Zabel wanted to show 


them his offices and other research projects. 


While his company had initially hired out security 
guards, he had taken an interest in the burgeoning field 
of electronic and computer security systems. He told his 
guests that in the next few years, he hoped to make the 


transition to automated surveillance. 


“It should cut down on both man hours and the 


danger inherent in confronting thieves directly,” he 
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explained as he led them through the research and 


development wing of his office building. 


“| have to train as many of my current employees as 
possible for this new job,” he continued. “I believe we 
are getting in on the next breakthrough early. My cousin, 
Dr. Blythe Harlan, works here as the head of research. 
She assures me that in a few years, before the end of the 
century, computers have the potential to change 


everything.” 


An angular blond woman looked up. Very pale, 
dressed in a white lab coat, and thick glasses, she had 
her hair pulled tightly back. Dr. Harlan looked tight 
enough to snap. Charles supposed she was attractive ina 
model or cheerleader sort of way, but even without Sheri 
in the picture, he would have had no interest. There was 
coldness to Harlan’s demeanor even before she 
introduced herself. 
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“lam Dr. Harlan,” she said. She didn’t extend her 
hand. “So, Bill, you’ve finally come back from your trip. 


Did you find anything digging in the dirt?” 


He smiled. “Oh, yes. Very much, | think. Charles 
Beaumont here, and Sheri Mattai, have been invaluable in 


translating the documents we found there.” 
“| appreciated the opportunity,” Charles said. 


“Do you have an interest in antiquity as well, Ms. 


Harlan?” Sheri asked. 


“Doctor Harlan,” she corrected. “And I do not. | 
believe one should focus on the present if one wants to 
learn about the world. Bill will have his little fancies, 


though.” 


“What are you a doctor of?” Sheri asked. 
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Harlan looked down her nose at her. “Electrical 
engineering and physics,” she answered. “I work here as 


a favor to Bill.” 
“What do you mean by favor?” 


“Given my background, I’m technically overqualified 
for this,” Harlan told them. The statement could have 
been interpreted as arrogance, but she said it with no 


more feeling than if she were describing the weather. 


“I do appreciate it,” Zabel assured her. “I believe it 
will yield more profit anyway than any research position. 


You, of course, will share in that.” 


“Yes, well, | suppose,” she admitted. “Sadly, given 
my past, there are too many who won't take me 


seriously.” 


Zabel chuckled and looked at Charles and Sheri. 


“Her mother is a New York socialite. She made poor 
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Blythe here enter beauty contests and society parties. 


She didn’t do too badly, in fact.” 


“My mother and | don’t get along,” Harlan said. 
“She’s an idiot. Thankfully, my father paid for my 
education at the best private schools in the country. | 
wanted to be part of something more. To learn about the 


basic truths of life.” 


“Practical science first,” Zabel told her. “Then you 


will have funds for theoretical.” 
“Yes. Good day, Mr. Beaumont. Ms. Mattai.” 


She nodded once and then went back to the cluster 
of engineers working on a circuit board. Zabel led them 
to a cafeteria so that they could get something to eat. 


Charles reached for his wallet, but Zabel shook his head. 


“I insist on providing lunch myself,’ he told them. “I 


still consider the two of you on the payroll. Sheri, | can 
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give you a grant to pay for an apartment until you and 


your family get jobs.” 


“Sir, there aren’t really any decent apartments in 


Oakwood,” Charles told him. “It’s too small of a town.” 


“I see. Well, then, maybe | can have Curwen or one 
of my staff look for any houses to buy. Are the 


neighborhoods there all right?” 
“Yes, but...” 


“Mr. Zabel, that’s really too much,” Sheri said. “It’s 


very kind, but | can’t ask you to buy a house for us.” 


“My friends, money is of no consequence to me. 
Besides, | would like a look at Oakwood. It sounds like a 


nice out of the way place to live.” 


He looked at Charles. “You were going to invite us 


all to the wedding, weren’t you?” 
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“Of course, sir. How couldn’t we? We met because 


of you.” 


Zabel chuckled. “Fine, fine. Another thing, Charles. 
| will write you a letter of recommendation to your school. 
There’s no reason why you shouldn’t be awarded a better 


position after what we've found.” 
“I’m grateful, sir,” Charles said. 


“So am |,” Sheri echoed. “Coming to a new country 


is going to be such an adjustment.” 


“Sheri told me this was the first time she’s even 


flown,” Charles said, smiling and kissing her cheek. 
“The first time I’ve been out of my country, too.” 


“So, how did it feel to fly for the first time?” Zabel 


asked, lightly. 
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“Strange. Particularly over the ocean. Just 
surrounded by blue in every direction, even up and down. 


It’s not like climbing a ladder or mountain, either.” 


“No, it isn’t,” Zabel agreed. “If anything, it actually 


gets boring after a while.” 


Dr. Harlan came into the cafeteria. She nodded at 
them but after she got a salad, proceeded to sit by 


herself in a corner. 
“| don’t think she liked us,” Charles commented. 


“Harlan’s just like that,” Zabel said. “Don’t take it 
personally. Still, we have one thing in common. We both 
are searching for something. Something beyond what 


the world is ready to accept. Something...more.” 
IX 


“Mr. Zabel?” an intercom buzzed. Zabel stirred from 


the chair where he was dozing. He lived on the top floor 
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of his building, and his office was next to his bedroom 
and bathroom. He had never cared to spend his money 
on fancy cars and large houses. What would be the point 


without more life? 
“Zabel here,” he answered. 


“Sir, your packages from the Middle East have 


arrived. Shall we bring them up to you?” 
“By all means.” 


The elevator opposite his desk opened. Lynch and 
Bronson carried a heavy crate into the middle of the 
room. Lynch had a crowbar, and pried the lid off. The 
three men were greeted with the sight of an ancient 


skeleton and seven tablets. 


“It worked,” Lynch grinned. “The queen has 


arrived.” 
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“Well done,” Zabel congratulated. “Now, to make a 


few phone calls.” 


He sat at his desk, picked up the phone and dialed a 


number. 


“Smithsonian office of antiquities? Yes. This is Bill 
Zabel. | just arrived from an expedition overseas...yes, 
with Dr. Colon. May | speak with him please? Yes, lIl 


wait.” 


A few minutes later, Colon picked up. “Dr. Colon, 


this is Mr. Zabel.” 


“Bill. | was just getting ready to call you,” Colon’s 


voice answered. “We have a problem.” 


“Yes. My package hasn’t arrived. | haven’t been 


able to get hold of customs...” 


“| have your package,” Colon interrupted. “But the 


crate with the originals is missing.” 
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“What? How?” 


“I don’t know. | was hoping it had been sent to you 


by mistake.” 
“No, I’ve had nothing delivered to me.” 


“This is bad, Zabel. Without those finds, how are we 
Supposed to back our thesis? The academic community 


is Skeptical of Apsu civilization as it is.” 
“Have you gotten through to customs?” Zabel asked. 


“Not yet. Like | said, | was hoping you had received 


the missing crate.” 


“Well, | hate to ask, but would you be able to send 


my package here to my office in Monstruwakan Valley?” 


Colon sighed deeply. “Yes, | suppose so. Would you 
mind if | made some copies first? In case... well, you 


know.” 
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“Sure, sure. Just aS soon as you can, send them this 


way. Good luck, sir.” 
“Thanks. l'Il need it. Keep an eye out, just in case.” 
“Of course. Will be in touch. Good day, sir.” 


He hung up and looked at his men. “That will throw 
Colon off the scent. Hopefully he’ll just assume the crate 


has been lost.” 


“| don’t know,” Bronson replied. “He seemed awfully 


persistent.” 
“We'll deal with that when and if he calls back.” 


Zabel dialed another number. “Dr. Whately? Bill. 
Will you please come over at your convenience? | need 


you for a special assignment.” 


60 


X 


Zabel called Charles, Sheri, Whately, Harlan, Curwen, 
Bronson and Lynch into his office. They were surprised to 
see the seven tablets on the desk in front of him. They 
looked at him questioningly, but Zabel answered the 


question first. 


“I have good news,” he began. “I’ve spoken with Dr. 
Colon and he’s agreed to let us have the original tablets 


after all.” 
“How did you manage that?” Charles asked. 


“It wasn’t easy,” Zabel replied. “I had to pay out 
more, and relinquish my rights to any present or future 


discoveries at Apsu.” 


“Which may not be for a long time,” Curwen pointed 
out. “It’s looking far less likely that Iraq will be open to 


any outsiders any time soon.” 
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“| believe we are all on the threshold of something 
big,” Zabel continued. “I want to see all of us share in 
any benefits we may find. So, | want each of you to take 
a tablet for safekeeping. Charles, you and Sheri take the 
broken one. | will need you to continue your translation 


work.” 


Charles nodded. “I’m heading home soon. | want to 
introduce Sheri to my family. “We’re going to get 


married soon.” 
“Certainly. Congratulations,” Zabel nodded. 


“We'll let everyone know when we have a date.” 


XI 


Charles’ parents, Nathan and Elaine, picked them all 
up from the airport. On the drive from Louisville to 
Oakwood, they got to know Sherri’s family. Charles’ 
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younger brother, Timothy was also there, and asked how 


he managed to find someone like her. 


“Sometimes you’re right where you're supposed to 


be,” Charles said. 


They all had a good laugh before Sheri began asking 


more practical questions. 


“Well, there’s not a big hotel in Oakwood,” Mr. 
Beaumont told her. “There is a small bed and breakfast 
near Lester’s service station. l'Il point it out to you when 


we get there.” 


“Do you know of any houses for sale?” Sheri asked. 
“We have no money, but Mr. Zabel has generously 


offered to help us.” 


“We'll need a new house, too,” Charles said. “As for 


that, | shouldn’t have any trouble getting a loan.” 
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“Mike and Helen Ferris, two members of our church, 
are realtors,” Ms. Beaumont told them. “And I can see 
when Dr. Fowler is available to perform a ceremony. He’s 


our pastor. Then, there are dresses, catering...” 


“Please,” Sheri said gently. “We don’t need anything 


fancy. Just having friends and family will be plenty.” 


She looked out the window, and was silent for awhile. 
Gershom asked questions through his sons, who relayed 
them to the Beaumonts. It was somewhat awkward, but 
Gershom’s kindness and piety came through even if his 


words did not. 


Oakwood’s signpost presently came up on the road. 
On the other side, Mr. Beaumont pointed out Lester’s 


service station and the small inn behind it. 
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They drove through the town square. Charles 
Showed her the town hall, library, high school, and 


retirement home. 


“Howard Phillips retirement community,” Charles 
identified. “My first job was washing dishes in the kitchen 


there.” 


“There’s dad’s office,” Timothy spoke up. He pointed 


to a building at the square’s edge that had a moving van. 


“Dad owns his own moving company,” Timothy told 


Sheri. “I started working there over the summer.” 
“Still getting that business degree?” Charles asked. 


“Yeah. I'll take it over eventually, | guess. Are you 


going back to teaching?” 


“Probably. Sheri and | still have translation work for 


Zabel.” 
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“The moving company,” Daniel asked. “Do you need 


workers?” 
“We can do anything,” Jeremiah agreed. 


“I don’t see why not,” Mr. Beaumont smiled. “Happy 


to have the extra hands.” 


They passed the church, university, and hospital 


before pulling into the residential part of town. 
“It’s not much,” Charles confessed. “But it’s home.” 


“It’s perfect,” Sheri told him, resting her head on his 


Shoulder. “It’s safe. In this world, that counts for much.” 
xII 


A few weeks later, the Mattais were settled in a new 
home. Charles and Sheri married in the town’s 


community church. Zabel and the others were there as 
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well; Charles had sent a group invitation back to 


Monstruwakan Valley. 


Of course, Sherri made a beautiful bride, and her 
father was pleased to walk her down the aisle, per the 
American traditions. Her brothers were best men, but 
they had to recruit bridesmaids from the congregation, as 


Sheri had no sisters or female friends. 


After the ceremony, Zabel and Curwen approached 


them. 


“How long are you going to be in town, sir?” Charles 


asked. 


“We all thought we’d stay a few more days and look 
around. It’s a charming little town you have here, 


Charles.” 
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“Thanks. It’s a nice place. Everyone knows 
everyone and we all help each other out when it’s 


needed.” 


“I can see that. Well, you probably need to mingle 


with your other guests. Congratulations to you both.” 


He shook their hands and then walked over to Dr. 
Whately, who was chatting with one of the other guests. 


When he saw Zabel, Whately waved him over. 


“Sir, this is Dr. Patricia Stephens,” Whately said. 


“She’s head of the local hospital.” 


“Call me Pat,” she said with a smile and extended 


hand. 
“And call me Bill,” Zabel smiled back. 


“Morgan’s been telling me about your trip to the 


Middle East. It sounds very interesting.” 
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“Yes indeed.” Zabel glanced over at Charles and 
Sheri to make sure they weren’t paying attention. They 


weren't, so he turned back to Dr. Stephens. 


“Tell me, Pat. What is your hospital’s main patient 


body?” 


“We only have about forty five beds. Two regular 
units, an ICU, and a psych ward. Mostly older patients 
who can’t take care of themselves or need more care 


than what Howard Phillips can provide.” 


“Morgan and I are interested in purchasing a 
hospital,” Zabel told her. “We may have more medical 


research on any remains we find in the future.” 


“We don’t have anything that fancy, I’m afraid. 
We're a small place in a small town.” She looked down. 
“Unfortunately, some months we barely break even, let 


alone make a profit. But Evansville and the Louisville 
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area are each a couple of hours away. There’s still a 


need here.” 


“Pat, | believe | can help. I’m independently wealthy, 


so cost would be of no consequence.” 


“That’s very kind of you, Bill. But I don’t understand 


what’s in it for you.” 


“We could conduct research anywhere,” Whately 
said. “But our work is special. | really would like an out 


of the way place to do it.” 


“Nothing illegal or immoral,” Zabel assured her. “But 
in research, the advantages go to who makes the 


breakthrough first.” 


“So l’ve heard,” Pat smiled. “I’ve known enough 


professors. Even before Charles.” 


“May we speak more tomorrow at the hospital?” 


Zabel asked. “I’m Sure we can come to an agreement.” 
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XIII 


A year passed. During that time, Dr. Whately 
purchased the hospital and began to make preparations 
to set up a research lab in the basement. Whately had 
not let that interfere with the regular patients, however, 


and Dr. Stephens had been grateful for the help. 


They were in the hospital cafeteria one day, chatting 


over lunch, when an office aide came up to him. 
“Yes?” he asked. 
“Sir, there’s a letter for you.” 


She handed an envelope to him, and Dr. Stephens 
noted that it was from Zabel. Whately raised his 


eyebrows, opened the letter, and started to read. 


“What is it?” Dr. Stephens asked. 
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“Nothing special,” Whately explained briefly to the 
other doctor. “Just, ‘Hi, how are you?’ That sort of 


thing.” 


“I see,” Dr. Stephens replied. For some reason, one 
that she couldn’t explain, she had the sense that there 
was more to it than that. Still, she trusted Whately as 
both a professional and as a person. If he didn’t want to 


share private business with her, that was his right. 


After lunch, Whately went into his office. He dialed 
the number of Beaumont’s father’s business. “Yes, this is 
Dr. Whately. Fine, thank you. | was wondering if you 
could send some people to the Louisville airport? There 
are some packages and boxes of equipment that will 
need to be brought here to the hospital. Daniel and 


Jeremiah? That will be fine. Thank you.” 
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Timothy Beaumont rode with his brothers in law to 
the hospital. They had made a trip to Louisville and back 
with a load of stuff that filled up one of their vans. While 
late in the day, they had asked his dad if he could come 


along, and he had been okay with that. 


Timothy liked the two, even if they didn’t always talk 
a lot. He supposed he needed to get in as much on hand 
experience as quickly as possible. Especially if he was 


going to be taking over the family business. 


They drove around the hospital to a back door. Dr. 
Whately was there, and waved at them. They got out, 


and shook the Doctor’s hand. 


“Gentlemen, thank you for being so prompt,” 
Whately told them. “I know it was last minute, but we will 
need to get this stuff downstairs quickly. Bill will be in 


town in a few days, and wants everything set up.” 
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“What for, doctor?” Timothy asked. 
“Research. Artifacts from Apsu. This way, please.” 


The three began taking boxes over to the door. 
Whately led them to a service elevator, and they took the 
stuff down to the basement. Timothy noticed that there 
were two rooms at the end of the hall that looked like 
they had been repainted and refurbished recently. There 
was a hospital bed in one, and a desk in the other. There 
was also a workbench in a corner that had some stray 
electronics. Two additional small rooms had cots set up 


in them. 


Timothy didn’t know what to make of it. But he 
shrugged and helped Daniel and Jeremiah make several 
trips down and back. What did he know about 
archaeology or anthropology or any other ology? He was 


just a businessman in training. 
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The final box was the strangest. It was oblong and 
fairly heavy. If anything, it resembled a coffin more than 
anything. But that would be crazy, wouldn’t it. Unless it 


had a mummy. 


He almost asked, but decided against it. If it was, did 


he really want to know? 


Mr. Zabel stood in the hallway of Oakwood 
University. He was waiting for classes to end so he could 
speak with Professor Beaumont. The door to a lecture 
hall opened, letting students out. Charles was among 


them. 
“Professor,” Zabel called out. 


Charles caught sight of the older man and nodded. 
“Bill. Good afternoon. | was expecting you after getting 


your letter.” 


75 


Over the past year, Sheri and her family worked on 
earning their citizenship. Charles, meanwhile, had tried 
to present the findings at Apsu to the larger academic 
community. Most of the scholars had questioned the 
tablet’s authenticity. Some had even accused Zabel and 


his group of trying to create a hoax. 


While Beaumont had defended the findings, his 
reputation had suffered. Conventional history had 
remained in students’ textbooks, and most professors 
either considered Apsu to be early Sumerian, or a fringe 
field of study, on par with Atlantis and ancient alien 
theories. The fact that Erich von Daniken’s book had 


come out only a few years prior hadn’t helped things. 


When he appealed to the Smithsonian, he was 
informed that Dr. Colon had resigned. No one would or 
could give him a reason why. Nor did anyone seem to 
know where to find him. Apparently, his own reputation 
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had suffered from having ‘lost’ the most important finds. 
At any rate, the Smithsonian wasn’t about to let them 
have any further access to the remaining artifacts. Not 
that they really needed to, but Charles still felt bad about 


the probability of ruining the other man’s career. 


The Mattai’s had lived in the house purchased by 
Zabel until the wedding. After that, Sheri and Charles got 
their own home, while the others stayed there. Daniel 
and Jeremiah made good money working for Charles’ 


father as movers. 


“I have the translations of the Apsu tablets here,” 
Beaumont said, pulling out a file from his desk drawer. 
“They have a strange, esoteric formula. They also claim 
to have the ability to travel from the land of the living to 


the land of the dead.” 


“Yes,” Zabel nodded. He reached into his coat 


pocket and gave Charles a copy of a medical journal. 
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“Dr. Whately has published a new article in this 
journal. He examined the remains of people we found in 
Apsu. He doesn’t go into the tablet or epic, but does 
report that the people there were larger and more robust 
than we are now. That shows they were in better 
physical health than we are. Probably better mentally, 


” 


too. 


He paused. “You remember Dr. Whately had used 
his family fortune to purchase the Oakwood hospital and 


install himself as the administrator.” 
“Sure, | remember. Why did you have him do that?” 


Zabel paused. “He and | want to continue 
researching the Apsu people. We're trying to get some 
intact cadavers to study. | know you were hoping to 
leave your hometown. But as it is, being small and out of 


the way, it’s an ideal place to keep our activities secret.” 
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“Look, Bill, couldn’t | publish some more articles? | 
have a lot more translations now, both from the rubbings 
and the seven tablets. We have a working knowledge of 
Apsu and at least some words in the older language. 


Why do we have to be secret about that?” 


“Charles, | need to make a confession. Dr. Colon 
didn’t give me permission to keep the main Apsu finds. 


They were delivered to me by mistake.” 


“What? But why didn’t you tell Dr. Colon? After 
Sponsoring us, we should’ve given them back. Instead, 


he got fired.” 


“No he didn’t. He resigned. Besides, | was going to 
reach out to him. But then he disappeared. If he doesn’t 
want to be found, what am I supposed to do? Send them 
to Washington to people who don’t appreciate or care 


about Apsu?” 
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“I don’t know. Something.” 


“I know you want to vindicate yourself,” Zabel said 
soothingly. “You are still thinking along the academic’s 
old mantra. Publish or perish. My friend, if we find what | 


think we will find, then we needn’t do either.” 


“You’re so sure,” Beaumont said. “I don’t know. The 
seven tablets aren’t coherent messages like Apsu. While 
| feel reasonably confident about the words, | don’t know 


what to make of them.” 


“I'll take them to Dr. Harlan and Dr. Whately,” Zabel 
said. “The advantage of our little group is that we each 
have our own experience to bring to the problem. Maybe 


they can see something in the words.” 
“Where are they now?” 


“In town. Staying at the lab below the hospital. 


There are some cots set up.” 


80 


“Would you all like to come over for dinner? | will 


need to ask Sherri, but don’t think she’d mind.” 


“I'll suggest it to them.” 


XIV 


That night, Charles sat on his living room couch, 
notebook in hand. On his coffee table sat the broken 
pieces of the seventh tablet. He jotted down some 
further thoughts when a pair of hands clasped his 


shoulders from behind, as a voice called out ‘Boo’. 


He jumped and looked over his shoulder at a smiling 


Sheri. 
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“Don’t do that,” he complained as she came around 


the couch and kissed him. 


“How was your day?” she asked. “I’m about ready to 


take my citizenship exam.” 


“Zabel is in town,” he told her. “Along with Harlan 
and Whately, evidently. Do you think we could have 


them over for dinner?” 
“| don’t see why not. What brings them here?” 


“Whately had a lab built in the hospital’s basement. 


Zabel says it’s to do research in secret.” 


Sheri frowned. “Yes. Jeremiah, Daniel and Timothy 
mentioned helping Zabel move in equipment. It is a little 


odd. But not as odd as the phone call | got earlier today.” 


“Who called?” 
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“Bronson Knight. He and Lynch have become police 


officers, you know.” 


“I remember Bill saying something about it a year or 


SO ago.” 


“They are transferring to the Oakwood Police 


Department. Did Bill tell you that?” 


“No, actually. He only talked about Whately’s work.” 


He showed her the packet Zabel had given him 
earlier. Sheri looked it over. “Interesting. But I’m not 
sure what else they hope to find. And why in secret? The 
Apsu people weren’t superhuman. Just better than 


average.” 


“Tell him that. | don’t know. | think he’s just chasing 


a ghost.” 


“Hopefully not literally. Remember the exorcism?” 
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He put his arm around her. “It will be all right. There 


are no ghosts here.” 
XV 


Dr. Harlan sat at a bench in the basement of the 
hospital. In addition to a lab and meeting room, two 
rooms were outfitted with cots to serve as a makeshift 
barracks. They could have gotten a hotel, but they 


needed the work space as well. 


Holding a custom made scanner, she waved it over 
her tablet. It detected some type of radiation. Not the 


conventional kind, but a field of a type unknown. 


At the other side of the room, there was a television 
playing a football game. The two Knight Brothers and 
Lynch were watching, and Lynch was cheering. She rolled 


her eyes. Idiots. To be so invested in something that 
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bore absolutely no consequences for life, and yet so 


many men wasted so much time on them. 


Of course, most other women weren’t much better. 
She leaned back in her chair, and thought about a party 


her mother had made her attend as a teenager. 


“Mother! Why do I have to go to this stupid thing?” 


A teenage Blythe Harlan stood in front of her mother, 
wearing an elegant white dress. Her mother inspected 
her, approval in her face. She looked like an older 
version of her daughter, but had succumbed to using 
cosmetic surgery in a vain attempt to look younger. Like 
most of their society, Ms. Harlan felt that one could only 
be attractive if they looked perpetually twenty. Like most 
people who got plastic surgery, she didn’t look younger 


so much as grotesque. 
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“Life is about who you know, dear,” her mother 
clucked as she put her hand on Blythe’s chin and raised 


her face. 


“I do wish you would wear more makeup. It’s such a 
shame you need glasses, too. True, you look better than 
most anyway, but still. These get-togethers are where 
one meets other well-to-do families. We help each other, 
look after our own, and make sure our children marry 


well.” 


She looked at her daughter. “You do want the right 


man to notice you at your best, don’t you?” 


In fact, Blythe had little romantic feelings for anyone. 
Later in life, she would try a few flings in college, only to 
see no value in them beyond a few moments of 
enjoyment. A few years after that, she would go to 
therapy, on her mother’s insistence, and be diagnosed as 


both asexual and a sociopath. 
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Not that she wanted to murder anyone. Not even 
her irritating mother, who only cared about appearances 
and marrying right so that one day, Blythe herself would 
be doing the same thing with her children. No, instead, 
she simply had no strong feelings period. No 
compassion, no happiness, nothing other than curiosity 


and mild irritation. 


Her mother would one day wail and lament the fact 
that she would never have grandchildren to dote over. 
But that was several years in the future. Now, she was 
getting ready to have her daughter ‘debut’ in high 


society. 


“Now remember, dear, dance with anyone who 
wishes to,” Ms. Harlan continued, pulling and tugging at 
the dress. “Drink, but don’t drink too much. Try to 
engage in small talk with everyone. It will help to build 
up a social network.” 
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“Why do I need that?” Blythe demanded. 


“Dear, you need the right connections to get in the 


right school and get the right job.” 


Ms. Harlan dabbled in interior decoration. But it was 
really only a hobby. She and her brother were heirs to 
Zabel Security, a firm that had been in existence since 
prohibition. Her uncle’s son, Bill, would eventually take 
over the business. That had left Ms. Harlan to her own 
devices, although she still had money of her own. She 
had married Blythe’s father and established herself as a 


designer for the elite. 


“And besides, dear, you need friends. The only 
person you ever talk to besides me and your father is 
your cousin, Bill. Of course, | will always be your closest 


confidant...” 


She wasn’t. 


88 


“But you need to expand your horizons.” 

“Will Bill be there?” 

“Yes, but please don’t spend all your time with him.” 
“Are we ready?” 


Her father entered. He smiled at her, and gave her a 
hug. “You look lovely, Blythe. I’m sure you'll have a 


good time.” 
Blythe looked at him. “Are you?” 


His smile faded, and he took her by the arm. 
Walking out, he bent his head to hers. Ms. Harlan 


followed behind them. 


“I know you don’t like this sort of thing. But please, 


humor your mother.” 


“My interest is...” 
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“In science. Yes. Your grades have always been 
exemplary. I’m sure I can get you into any college you 


wish.” 
“| don’t want things handed to me.” 


“They won't be. You will have to work twice as hard 


as a man in the same field, I’m afraid.” 


He looked down at her. “But you will succeed. | 
believe in you. For you, Blythe, the sky will be the limit. 
But now, you have to play these games. Make your 
mother happy. And who knows, maybe you will make 


some useful connections after all.” 


The party had been what she expected. A large 
ballroom with catered food and drink, and everyone in 
their best formal wear, dancing the night away. How 


perfectly tedious. She looked around at them all. Idiots. 
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Every last one of them. What would it take for her to get 


with people who respected and challenged her mind? 
“Blythe?” 


She turned around, and saw Bill. Three other young 
men were with him, one white and two black. Unusual, 
but like her, Bill didn’t care about appearances. He only 


cared what people could do. 


“I was hoping to find you here. You remember my 


college roommate, Curwen Knight?” 


“Pleasure, Ms. Harlan,” one of the black men said, 


holding out his hand. “Call me Curwen.” 


She didn’t give him permission to call her Blythe. 
“Thank you, Curwen,” she said instead. “And these other 


two are?” 


“My brother, Bronson, and Morgan Whately, another 


friend from our undergraduate years.” 
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“I’m from Monstruwakan Valley, too,” Whately said. 
“I hung out with these guys when I was doing my pre 


med. Now, though, I’m finishing up my residency.” 


“I’m in law school,” Curwen said. “Bill wants to give 


me a job as his corporate lawyer.” 


“I take care of my friends,” Bill said. “And family. 


Blythe, do you still plan on going to MIT for electronics?” 
“You know | do,” she said. “Why do you ask?” 


“I’ve been thinking about upgrading the company,” 
Bill said. “That’s probably several years in the future, 


but, | think in the long run, it would make more money.” 


“Don’t tell me you’re going for that now too,” Blythe 
said. She felt disappointed; it seemed more like 
something her mother would say. She thought Bill had 


more sense than that. 
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He chuckled. “No, no. I’m not interested in ‘society’ 
as your mother understands it. But I have goals. Big 


ones.” 


He leaned in closely, confidentially. “One of these 
days, | hope to join the archaeological efforts in the 


Middle East. I’ve always been interested in it.” 


“Since you learned about the Epic of Gilgamesh,” 
Blythe remembered. “Yes, you told me about that. 
Similar to the Noah story in the Bible. Except that this 


Noah had the secret to eternal life.” 


“That’s the goal of us all,” Bill said, looking around 
the room. “Most people just don’t acknowledge it until 
they’re faced with it. Whately here, he wants to do 
medical research. Curwen is as well read as |, and we 
hope to learn as much as we can about what others 
knew. There must have been someone, somewhere, who 


had an answer.” 


93 


“Try religion.” 


“Odd of you to say that. | didn’t think you went to 
church yourself, unless your mother made you for social 


reasons. Do you believe in God?” 
“Never met him.” 
Curwen snickered. 


“Neither have I,” Bill continued. “Besides, it’s all 
based on faith, not fact. That’s what people like you and 


me want. Facts.” 


He paused before continuing. “You didn’t know 
grandmother. She died before you were born. | was 
pretty young at the time. But she was a born again 
Christian, supposedly. And she was terrified of death. | 
remember thinking; shouldn’t someone with religion have 


less fear of death? Shouldn’t they be, not suicidal, but 
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still glad to meet their maker? If they’re not, if death is 


still frightening, then what is the point of talking to God?” 
“What are you getting at, Bill?” 


He reached into his coat pocket. Pulling out an 
academic journal, he showed her the cover. It showed a 
picture of some ruins nestled in a mountain range. The 


cover proclaimed it to be in Northern Iraq. 
“Read this.” 


She took the journal and perused it. It was 
interesting enough, talking about a site possibly older 
than that of the Sumerians and containing a previously 
unknown epic. Inana Queen of Apsu. The forgotten tale 


of an ancient warrior queen who actually mastered death. 
That explained Bill’s interest. 


“I’m making connections of my own, Blythe,” he told 


her. “My friends here are some of them. I want you to be 
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one too. We can help each other. We can find an 


answer. A real answer.” 


Dr. Harlan tinkered with the scanner, and looked at 
the tablet again. She was here now because of that party 
long ago. Bill had a way of getting the people he wanted. 
Now, he had gone to the Middle East and back, in search 
of some ancient esoteric knowledge. Had he found what 


he was looking for? Or something else? 


She heard footsteps. Zabel came down and waved. 


“Dr. Harlan.” 
“Bill.” 


“I met with Charles. He has deciphered the tablets.” 
He held out the translations. “He didn’t really understand 
them. | let Whately look at them next. He has some 


idea, but | wanted to see what you thought.” 
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She took them, and read the first one. Then she 
flipped to the second one. Then the third. As she read, 


her eyes widened. 


“Is he sure that this is what they say?” she asked 


quietly. 
“Positive.” 


“Bill... no one in the ancient world could have known 


about this.” 


“Clearly someone did. And I don’t mean the 
Sumerians or the Apsu. This is from some older, more 


advanced civilization.” 
“We need to speak with everyone about this.” 


“Yes, we do. Sheri invited all of us to dinner. | think 


we can discuss things there.” 
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XVI 


That evening, the group sat around a dinner table 
while the Beaumonts served them steak, mashed 
potatoes, and vegetables. They tried to serve their 
guests the best they had, given the occasion. All had 
brought their tablets, and they were going to discuss the 


results of the translation. 


“I called this meeting because, as you know, Charles 


figured out the tablet’s inscriptions,” Zabel said. 


“Well yes, but I’m not sure what they mean,” Charles 


confessed. 


“I will help you with that,” Dr. Harlan said. They all 
looked at her. She straightened her glasses, and leaned 


back before speaking. 
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“To begin, | must tell you something about 
theoretical physics. Essentially, we look at all matter and 
energy in the universe using a Standard Model. Atoms 
are comprised of quarks and leptons, and forces are 
mediated by bosons. There are believed to be four basic 
fundamental forces. Strong nuclear, weak nuclear, 
electromagnetism, and gravity. Everything that seems 
more complicated can really be broken down into these 


basic forces and particles.” 


She paused and looked around the table. Whately 
and Zabel were nodding, but the others had varying 
degrees of confusion on their faces. Lynch, who had the 


most confused look, snickered. 
“Everyone got that? There’s a test tomorrow.” 


Several of them chuckled. Dr. Harlan did not. 
Actually, none of them, not even Bill, had ever seen her 


smile. 
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“These tablets we have,” she continued. “Four of 
them had terms that Charles had difficulty translating. 
However, Whately and | found that if we substitute the 
unknown words for our own terms: atom, force, photon, 
and the like, what happens is that they give a general 


description of the fundamental forces.” 


That much they did understand. Several drew in 
breath and looked over their shoulders. The tablets were 
currently on the coffee table in the living room. They 
were arranged in a circular pattern, and looked like 
something out of alchemy, if not sorcery. Certainly not 


science. However this development... 


“But...” Sheri began. “You said there are four forces. 


We have seven tablets. What about the other three?” 


Harlan blinked. That was a pleasant surprise. The 


woman who had lived in a primitive village her whole life 
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wasn’t a complete idiot after all. Pity she had to have all 


those old Christian beliefs. 


“Correct. The Standard Model we have, 
unfortunately, doesn’t explain everything. Not in its 
present form, that is. For instance, there is no force 
particle for gravity. And we don’t know how dark matter 


and dark energy fit into the scheme of things.” 


“So these tablets describe other forces? Forces 


unknown to us?” Curwen asked. 


“They do. The fifth tablet describes what | can only 
describe as a vital force. | apologize if that sounds like 


something mystic. | don’t mean that.” 
“What do you mean?” Charles asked. 


“There seems to be a...current...running through the 
fabric of space and time. If the tablets are correct, | 


mean. This current reacts with what the sixth tablet 
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describes. Here is where my understanding isn’t as good. 


But | think it describes what souls are made of.” 


“Then there is a soul,” Zabel said, with a reverence 
Charles had never heard from him before. “If we’re 
reading this correctly, if it soeaks the truth, then we have 


proof of life beyond this one.” 


“Wait a minute,” Bronson said. “Dr. Harlan, you’re 
talking advanced theory here. We're talking about an 


ancient civilization. How did they know all of this stuff?” 


“I don’t know,” Harlan confessed. “That is the most 
puzzling thing of all. Don’t worry; I’m not going to start 


talking about ancient aliens, Atlantis, or the Nephilim.” 
She looked sideways at the Beaumonts. 


“If that’s a reference to the so called book of Enoch, 
no orthodox Jewish or Christian denomination considers 


that canon,” Charles said. “I don’t believe in that sort of 
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thing either. Still...it is true that there is a lot about 

ancient history we still don’t know. Apsu alone shows 
that people were more advanced earlier than we ever 
thought. | don’t think they had electronics or anything 


like that. But they knew things, clearly.” 


“If the people before the flood really did live 
hundreds of years,” Sheri began. “Don’t roll your eyes, 


Blythe.” 


Dr. Harlan frowned and Lynch laughed again. She 
hated being called anything other than Dr. Harlan. Which 
is why Sheri did it. Ms. Beaumont realized full well that 
most of them didn’t share her beliefs. But she hated to 


see them mocked. 


“As | was saying, if they lived that much longer, then 


they had time to learn. More than any one of us would.” 


“What about the seventh tablet?” Curwen asked. 
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Dr. Harlan leaned forward and steepled her fingers in 
front of her. “It is a master tablet. It contains formulas 
for all six forces, and also describes time. So, there are 
four natural forces, two supernatural, and time. The goal 
seems to be to focus the six forces over a short period of 


time. To open a door.” 
“To where?” 
“To whatever is beyond this world.” 


They sat in silence for a long time. All had to take in 
the amazing revelations of the night. What did it all 
mean? What did the pre Apsu people know that they 


were on the verge of rediscovering? 


“I think, Dr. Whately, we need to show everyone else 
what you have been working on,” Zabel said at last, 


breaking the silence. 
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“We'll need to go to the hospital,” Whately replied. 


He looked at them all. “Everyone up for that tonight?” 


“Of course they are,” Zabel answered for them. “It's 


still fairly early. Why wait any longer?” 


Whately nodded. “All right. Everyone, follow me to 
the hospital. | have been working on the second phase of 


Zabel’s plan.” 


They stood, and began to leave. Sheri looked 


nervously at Charles. “I don’t like this,” she said quietly. 


Charles shook his head. “Neither do I. But what are 
we supposed to do? Just stay here? We all need to be on 


the same page with whatever this is.” 


XVII 
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Whately led the group down a flight of stairs to a sub 
basement of the hospital, further down than even the 
morgue. When they got to a door at the end of a hall, he 
opened it. They all went inside, and saw why there was 


such secrecy. 


On a table, looking like something out of a forensic 
lab was a Skeleton. It had been scrubbed clean, and 
Charles was assaulted with mingled scents of sterility and 
decay. With both, there was the hint of death and 


absence of life. 


“Dr. Colon let you have the body of Inana?!” Charles 
sputtered out. He couldn’t believe it. But what else could 


it be? 


“I’ve prepared the skeleton that was found in the 
fallen tower,” Whately told the others. “I examined it 


first, and determined it was a female, mid thirties to mid 
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forties. Excellent health, strong bones, and evidence of a 


muscular physique. Cause of death, unknown.” 


“When were you going to tell us about this, Bill?” 


Sheri asked. 


“Right now,” Bill answered. “Like I said, I’ve wanted 
to keep things as quiet as possible. We still don’t know 
whether the government is trying to find the ‘missing’ 
artifacts or not. None of us even know where Dr. Colon 
is. Now, though, there’s little reason to have secrets 


between the eight of us.” 


“If this is Inana, then she was killed by Death 
himself,” Charles reminded them. “The epic made that 


clear.” 


“I notice you don’t have as much scorn at the idea 


that Death is an actual entity,” Sheri remarked to Harlan. 


Lynch laughed, and Harlan glared at her again. 
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“Charles, there was a sentence or two under the 
main body of writing on the tablet,” Zabel continued. “It 


looked as if it was a later addition.” 


“Yes. It was in late Apsu, while the rest of the tablet 
is in the older language,” Charles confirmed. He looked 
uneasy. With the presence of the skeleton, he didn’t like 


where this was going. 


“It says that Inana trapped herself in the tablet. That 


she wants to be reborn.” 


“I thought so,” Zabel said. “What else could ‘I will 
triumph’ mean? This is what | hoped to find. For years, 
my friends, | have sought and answers to the problem of 
death. No one ever helped me. They had nothing 


tangible, nothing useful. Just hope and faith.” 


“Bill, hope and faith are everything,” Charles said. 


“Without faith, you can’t have reason. Your reason 
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comes from processing the information your senses get 
from the outside world. But you have to have faith that 
the information you’re getting is trustworthy. Otherwise 


you have nothing to reason about at all.” 


“What | have faith in is what I can do things about,” 


Zabel replied. 


“We can recite the contents of the tablets and see 


what, if anything happens.” 


“No. | translated it. But I’m not doing anything 


occult.” 


“Think of this as an experiment,” Harlan suggested. 


“Don’t think of it as anything religious.” 


“You're still under contract with me,” Zabel said, 
beginning to get impatient. “Come, Charles. Don’t be 


difficult. Get your tablet ready, and let us proceed.” 
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“No! lIl pay you back the salary. l'Il even give you 


the tablet. But | want no part of it.” 
“Neither do I,” Sheri agreed. 


The two turned to leave. Zabel gestured to Bronson 
and Lynch. The two men picked up on the hint and 


blocked the Beaumonts’ way. 
Charles looked over at Zabel. “Bill...” 


“I’m sorry, but it’s too late to leave. We have all 
been in confidence for over a year now. Secrecy has 
been the order all that time. We can’t bring anyone else 


in. We can’t let anyone out. You have no choice.” 


Bronson spoke up. “I’m chief of police in Oakwood. 
This hospital, and all the government buildings, have 
surveillance provided by Mr. Zabel. You can’t go 
anywhere.” He paused. “Look. | don’t like this sort of 


thing. But Lynch here does.” 
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Lynch grinned at Charles and leered at Sheri. They 
looked around at the others. Zabel was angry and 
impatient; Harlan looked on them with her cold, dead 
stare, while Curwen and Whately looked back at him 


nervously. There was no sympathy from any of them. 


He knew that he had no choice. If they had 
threatened only him, then he would have taken his 
chances. But to threaten Sheri was something he could 


never allow. 
He bowed his head. “lIl do it. God help us.” 


Dr. Harlan went over to a table. She picked up a 
metal rack that looked like the pieces of the broken 
seventh tablet would fit in. She placed it in the skeleton’s 
chest, and began hooking up wires while explaining her 


actions. 
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“The tablets both emit and conduct an unusual 
energy or field. As | explained earlier, that force is a 
combination of the universe’s fundamental forces. This 
should restore the connections that the seventh tablet 


had before it was broken.” 


She finished connecting wires to the metal frame. 
There were places around the outer perimeter to place 


the remaining six tablets, as if they were batteries. 


Zabel pulled out his tablet. “Let us begin,” he said. 
He placed it in the frame’s nearest hole. 


Electromagnetism.” 


Whately took out his and installed it into the second 


Slot. “Gravity.” 


Charles, felt increasing fright, as if at an unholy 


ritual. Let Harlan say what she wished, but to him, there 
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was nothing scientific or morally neutral about any of 


this. 


He had only wanted to make his reputation 
discovering something new. But his life had only gone 
down darker and darker paths. Sheri put her hand on his 
arm. No matter what, she still loved him. That was the 


only good thing in this horrible situation. 


“Beaumont?” Harlan said. “Put your pieces in the 


middle. The wire cage will hold them together.” 


“No backing out now, Charles,” Lynch said. He 
shoved Charles forward. Eyes downcast, he fit the tablet 
pieces in the wire box at the middle of the circular metal 


frame. 


“Time.” He stepped back, and Sheri hugged him. He 


only hung his head. 


Lynch came forward. “Strong force.” 
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Then the last three stepped forward. 
“Weak force,” Harlan called out. 
“Vital force,” Curwen said. 

“Spirit energy,” Bronson finished. 


Dr. Harlan turned on the power. “The central tablet’s 


Signal is coming through. As are the others.” 


Zabel took some pieces of paper out of his pocket, 
and passed them around. “All right,” he said. “Let us say 


the chant. Then we'll know if Inana is before us.” 


They did, slowly at first. Lynch stood close to the 
Beaumonts. He had his paper in one hand, and the other 
hand on his gun holster. They chanted along. At first, it 
was done slowly, but with more confidence, as they grew 


more accustomed to the pronunciation. 
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They looked at the table. Bluish bolts of electricity 
pulsed around the frame and through the tablets. The 
Skeleton didn’t move, but after a minute or so, faint wisps 


began to appear around the bones. 


“Look,” Whately said. “Those are nerves. Nerve 


cells are growing.” 


The chant continued. Over the nerves, growths 
appeared throughout the skeleton and under the rib 
cage. The organs appeared, heart beating and beginning 
to pump newly formed blood through newly regenerated 


lungs, liver, stomach and intestines. 


Eyes, dark and intense, appeared in the eye sockets. 
Muscle came next, toned and taut. Finally, skin wrapped 
around the muscles, medium brown in color. Eyelids 
covered the eyes, and eyelashes appeared with 
eyebrows. Long black hair appeared, and they found 


themselves staring at a woman. 
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She appeared neither Asian, African nor Caucasian. 
Instead, she was all three and neither. Tall and muscular, 
she was neither beautiful nor ugly. Her face, even in 
repose, conveyed intelligence, arrogance, and strength. 
She was truly of the noblest race of men, not seen for 


thousands of years. 
Here she was now. 


Her chest rose and fell, and her lips were parted, and 
they heard her breathe in the silence. For none of them 
had spoken once they saw that the chant was working. 


They only stood in mingled wonder and horror. 


Harlan was the first to recover. She motioned for 
Lynch to follow, and they lifted the tablet holding frame. 
Carrying it over to the next bed, they would retrieve it 


later to analyze the energy production. 
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Inana was naked, of course, and Dr. Whately went 
into another room. Coming back, he held a robe in one 
hand and a glass of water in another. He handed the 


glass to Charles, and told him to give her a drink. 


Charles poured a few drops to wet the lips. Her 
tongue licked it up, and he hesitantly poured a small 


drought into her mouth. 


Inana’s eyes opened and she sat up quickly. Charles 
and Whatley stepped back as she began coughing. She 
looked around the room, taking them all in. Her eyes 
narrowed, as they all felt her assess them. While curious, 


she showed no sign of fear. 


Noticing the robe that had been laid down beside 
her, Inana stood and put it on. Charles stepped forward 
again, and offered her the water. She reached out, but 
instead of taking the water, she clasped both hands on 


his temples. He cried out, dropping the drink, and Sheri 
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also exclaimed in surprise and dismay. She tried to come 


forward, But Bronson held her back. 


Inana’s eyes bored into those of Charles, and he tried 
to look away but she held his head still, and his eyes 
open. He reached up, and tried to pry her hands off, but 
to no avail. He felt himself getting a bad headache, as 
though someone had taken a knife, and sliced his head 


open. 


Charles felt himself thinking of things he hadn’t even 
realized he remembered. In his mind’s eye, he saw 
himself as a baby, crawling on his parent’s floor. Then 
walking, and then talking. At this, he felt the invisible 
knife scratching further and separating each phase he 


had learned as a child. 


Inana’s lips moved silently, and Charles realized that 


she was trying to learn English. Then she moved past it, 
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her soul raking over his, pulling out as much information 


as possible. 


He felt her reading his knowledge. She found his 
Sumerian scholarship, and knowledge of Apsu. But she 
moved on, going to his other knowledge. History, 
science, religion, mathematics; all were pulled out, 


examined and then shoved back in his head. 


He collapsed onto the floor. Sheri broke free of 
Bronson, and ran to her husband’s side. Inana staggered 
forward. Whately put a hand on her shoulder. She 


turned and scowled. He backed away, and bowed. 


Then she spoke. A deep, dry voice came from her 
lips, reflecting the fact that she hadn’t spoken in 


millennia. 


“l..am....Inana.” 


XVIII 
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The next morning, Dr. Stephens was making her 
rounds. She had walked in to find that several of the 
psychiatric patients were still in bed. It had taken 
considerable effort to wake them up. Furthermore, the 
night nurses had all seemed more fatigued than normal. 


Some of them had even fallen asleep in the staff room. 


The ICU wasn’t much better. There were a few cases 
of acute respiratory failure. One of them had even been 


put on a ventilator. 


Morgan Whately had volunteered for on call duty last 
night. When she asked about him, she was told that 
while he had rounded and made some minor orders, he 


had spent most of the night in the basement. 


That was where he had been conducting his research 
with Mr. Zabel. She frowned as she took the elevator 
downstairs. Some days he seemed more concerned 


about that than he did about the patients. True, his 
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financial support had been invaluable, but Patricia 
Stephens cared more about the living present than the 


dead past. 


When she reached the lower level, she walked into a 
series of brightly lit rooms. She had only been down here 
once or twice, but knew that the former storage rooms 


had been refurbished into a lab and living quarters. 


Dr. Whately was there, seated at a conference table 
reading charts. Beside him, Dr. Harlan was working on 
some piece of equipment that contained stone tablets. 
Dr. Stephens supposed that it was analyzing the chemical 
components of the artifacts. Perhaps they were trying to 
determine their age or something. It wasn’t any 


procedure she had ever seen before. 


“Pat, good morning,” Dr. Whately said when he saw 
her. He looked exhausted, as though he hadn’t slept all 


night. Well, at least he hadn’t been idle. She still 


121 


wondered why he was down here instead of upstairs with 


the patients. 
“Morgan, what is going on?” she asked. 
“It’s been a tough night,” he confessed. 


“Yes, but why? And why aren’t any cultures being 
done? Why haven't there been any antibiotics 


prescribed? There’s been a breakout of something.” 


“You can order those if you like, but | don’t think 
that’s what’s going on,” he said. “It seems more like 


fatigue than anything. There aren’t any raised 


r 


temperatures. No one complained about aches or pains.’ 
“Granted. But still.” 
She looked over his shoulder. “Who’s chart is that?” 


“Not a patient. Someone who...came to America to 


help us with the archaeology.” 
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He stood and poked his head in the next room. 


“Inana?” 


Pat straightened back up when a large, golden 
Skinned woman dressed in hospital scrubs came in. The 
woman’s dark eyes flashed and narrowed when they 
beheld the middle aged doctor. Pat felt herself being 
judged, and not favorably. She bristled, but held her 


ground. 


“This is Inana,” Whately told her. “She’s an expert 


on the tablets Dr. Harlan is studying there.” 


Dr. Stephens looked at the tablets again. Curiously, 


she reached out to touch one, but Harlan shook her head. 


“Please don’t touch,” Harlan said. “They’re 


delicate.” 
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“Well,” Dr. Stephens muttered. “I'll order some 
cultures just the same. | don’t like this, Morgan. 


Something’s wrong.” 


“If you think it'll help. lIl look in on them again if you 
like. Meanwhile, I’ve run a physical on Inana. | also want 
to take her to the exercise room before she does 
anything else. She’s had a long journey, and | want to 


clear her for our work as soon as possible.” 


“All right. Thank you Morgan.” Pat extended her 
hand to the other woman. “Welcome to America. Inana, 
is it?” 

Inana looked at Pat’s offered hand with mingled 


curiosity and bemusement. 


“In our country, we grasp one another’s hands as a 


way of greetings,” Morgan told Inana. 


“Why?” Inana asked. 
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“It’s an old custom. Probably from the past where 
warriors took each other’s hands to ensure neither of 


them could draw a weapon.” 


Inana barked out a laugh, and gripped Pat’s hand. 
The doctor cried out. The other woman’s grip felt like it 
could’ve crushed her hand. Inana let go at the cry, so 


she wasn’t injured. But the grip would leave a bruise. 


“Firmly, but not with all your strength,” Morgan told 


Inana, sheepishly. 


Inana didn’t reply, but looked Dr. Stephens up and 
down. Again, the judgmental look entered her eyes. No 
doubt Inana was comparing her own lean muscular form 


with Pat’s short, soft, overweight one. 


Dr. Stephens turned and left. She wanted to get 


away from the strange foreigner. Not because she had 
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any bigotry in her heart. She cared for anyone and 


everyone who needed help. 


Nor did Inana have anything grotesque in her 
appearance. Still Pat felt revulsion, wrongness, and 
hostility from her. Somehow, Patricia Stephens felt that 


evil surrounded and coursed through Inana. 


“These are weights,” Bronson Knight told Inana. 


They were in the weight room of the hospital’s 
exercise and rehab center. Inana watched as Bronson 
picked up two curling weights and demonstrated how 


they were used. Whately and Lynch were also there. 


“We exercise to keep our bodies strong,” Whately 


Said. 
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“No hunt? No fight?” Inana asked. Her English was 
still somewhat broken, although she showed no trouble 


understanding them. 


“Hunting and fighting,” Whately corrected. “And yes, 
some of us do. We have our fighting men in this time as 
well. While they train harder than most of us, we don’t 


use swords and knives as much as we used to.” 


Inana picked up the heaviest dumbbells and began 
curling them with no visible effort. They had her do a few 


other exercises while she thought in silence. 


“How do they fight?” she asked. 


“Machines and projectiles mostly.” 


“| don’t understand.” 


“You're in for a lot of surprises,” Lynch said with a 


laugh. He slapped her shoulder. 
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Inana dropped the weights in her hands. Her eyes 
blazed, and her lips curled back in a snarl. Before anyone 
could react, she spun around, grabbed Lynch’s two 


shoulders, and slammed him to the wall. 


“You touch me?” she demanded, enraged. “You 


dare?” 


“Hey,” Lynch began, but Inana moved one of her 
hands from a shoulder to his throat. Lynch’s eyes 
widened, and he stopped talking. He tried to relax, and 
not resist, hoping to not anger her any further. He had no 
doubt she could kill him with her bare hands if she 


wanted to. 
“Inana! No!” Whately said. 


Inana looked over at Bronson and Whately. But she 


didn’t strangle Lynch. She waited for them to speak first. 
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“Lynch meant no offence,” Whately pleaded. “We're 
more casual here than it probably was in your time. It 


won't happen again.” 


“lam still a queen,” Inana replied. But she slowly 
released Lynch. For a moment, no one spoke. Then 


Whately walked over to the doorway. 


“Are you hungry?” he asked. “We can get some 
food. | need some coffee, if nothing else. | will take you 


to the cafeteria, if you wish it.” 


Inana nodded once. “You may.” 


Dr. Stephens sat in her office that afternoon. After 
ordering some more tests, she was finding them all 
negative. The good news, however, is that everyone who 
had fallen ill now seemed to be improving. Whatever had 


happened last night seemed to be subsiding. 
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It was as though they were all batteries that had 
been drained and then needed to recharge. Of course, 
that couldn’t be. These were people, not machines. Still, 


it was the only analogy she could come up with. 


She heard a thudding sound outside her open door. 
Startled, she looked up. It sounded like footsteps, 
although louder and heavier than a normal person's. 


Even allowing for the hard tiled floor. 


Dr. Whately passed by, followed by Lynch and 
Knight, two of his friends. She remembered them from 


the wedding reception. Bringing up the rear was Inana. 


Hers were the feet striking the floor. Owing to her 
compact, though muscular form, she weighed more than 
she looked. As if to confirm herself as the sound’s 


source, Inana stopped. 
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She turned and looked into Dr. Stephens’ office. She 
looked into the other woman’s eyes and Dr. Stephens 
again felt fear. Who was this woman? What was she? 
What did she have to do with archaeology or whatever it 


was that Mr. Zabel was sponsoring? 


Inana held her gaze for several seconds. Dr. 
Stephens sat perfectly still, her eyes widening. She felt 
like a wounded animal in the sight of a predator. She 
kept thinking, oh please God. Take her away. Protect 


me. 


Then, Inana turned and followed the others. The 
loud, ominous footsteps resumed, and slowly faded. It 


took twice as long for her heart to stop beating rapidly. 


XIX 
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Charles awakened the next day. Groggy, and still 
having a headache, he sat up slowly. Looking around, he 
Saw Sheri asleep in a chair next to his hospital bed. Dr. 
Whately was at his desk reading a chart. When he looked 


up, he saw that Charles was awake and walked over. 
“How are you?” he asked. “You had us worried.” 


Sheri awakened, and went over to her husband, 
gently hugging him. 
“I’m all right,” he said. “What happened? It felt like | 


had my mind ripped apart.” 


“Well...l think what happened is that Inana probed 


your mind. She spoke English right after you fainted.” 


“That wasn’t fainting,” Sheri protested. “That was 
being...| don’t know. But it wasn’t something | hope any 


of us have to go through again.” 
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“Yeah,” Charles agreed, putting a hand over his 
eyes. He rubbed them and blinked twice. Dr. Whately 


continued. 


“She has only improved in speaking. She’s 
demanding more and more information. Zabel has 
brought her books, and I’ve shown her her own medical 


charts.” 


He indicated the papers on his desk. “This is hers, in 


fact.” 
“How is her health?” Charles asked. “Better than 


mine, | hope.” 


“Extraordinary. She’s stronger than modern people, 
has better heart and lung capacity, and | think she’s 
Smarter as well. She seems to be picking up everything 


we tell her.” 
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“| feel that she picked up more than just language 


when she attacked me.” 


“So it would seem. “We'll go see her when you feel 


better.” 


Later, Charles and Sheri were escorted to where 
Inana was. She was reading a book on world history. 
Charles figured that she would want to see what had 
happened in the time she had been dead. He saw high 
school textbooks on mathematics, science, and English as 


well. 


She looked up, as Charles approached with Sheri. 


Whately stood back in the doorway. 
“You...are Charles Beaumont?” she asked. 


“Yes,” he answered. “This is my wife, Sheri. She’s 
from a community very close to where Apsu was.” 
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She looked at the other woman. Her expression was 
unreadable. At first, Charles could have sworn that he 
saw a flash of anger in her eyes, but it passed so quickly, 
he couldn’t be sure. Sheri dropped her gaze, to her 
husband’s mild surprise. He hadn’t seen Sheri really 


nervous or afraid before. 


But the Apsu queen sent a shiver down the other 
woman’s spine. Sheri thought about the skeleton 
growing flesh and blood and becoming a resurrected 
woman before their very eyes. It was a mental image she 


would never forget. 


“Would it be better if | spoke in Apsu?” Charles 


asked. 


Inana raised her eyebrows. “That depends on how 
proficient you are,” she replied. Her native tongue, of 


course, needed no introduction. 


135 


The two talked. Inana plied him with questions. 
Where was she? How much time had passed? What 


were these strange sights? 


Charles took the history book from her, and pointed 
on a world map where they were versus where Apsu had 
been. Inana hadn’t known how large the world really 


was, and expressed interest in their country. 


As the days progressed, Charles improved in his 
pronunciation and speaking of Apsu. For while he had 
been able to read it fluently, it hadn’t been spoken for 
millennia. Inana, for her part, learned English very 
quickly. Indeed, it seemed that the minds of early 
humans, like their bodies, were superior to that of 


modern men. 


As it turned out, she wasn’t interested in history 
beyond a general account of the interim between her 


time and the present. However, she was very interested 
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in current politics and culture. She also had Dr. Whately 


and Harlan explain modern science to her. 


She learned about television, and perused it at her 
leisure. Beyond this, she was also very hungry and 
restless. Whately had meals brought to her, and let her 
exercise in the rehab room when no one else was there. 
Naturally, they weren’t yet ready to reveal her existence 


to the world. 
XX 


The group sat around a conference table. Inana was 
with them, and the seven tablets were in the center, still 
mounted in the frame. Charles sat across from Inana, 
notebook in hand. Sheri sat next to him, and the others 
sat in between. Inana had told them that she was willing 


to answer some questions. 
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“What was it like, being locked in the tablet?” Zabel 
asked. While Beaumont had wanted to corroborate the 


epic, Zabel never lost sight of what he really wanted. 


“I’m not sure how to answer that,” Inana said, after a 
pause. “It wasn’t like being asleep or awake. | felt that 


time was passing, but | wasn’t sure of how much.” 


“The epic spoke of your siblings,” Charles began. 
“Utu and Erishkigal. They were worshipped centuries 
later, as you were, in Sumer. That’s the earliest Middle 


Eastern civilization we have extensive knowledge of.” 


“They were real,” Inana said. Her eyes went 
downcast. It was the first time the Apsu queen had 


shown even the remotest vulnerability. 


“My brother was...well, he wasn’t the most 


intelligent. But he was fearless in battle. He was always 
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loyal to me. And Erishkigal, her love for the gods couldn’t 


be denied.” 


“So all the people in the epic, Enki, Nergal, Tammuz, 


were all portrayed accurately?” 


“Yes. Enki was brilliant, but a wasted shell of a man. 


My uncle, Nergal, was my enemy.” 


“He was a god of the underworld in later times,” 


Sheri pointed out. 
“It fit him. But I beat him in the end.” 


“The epic depicts you defeating Nergal by 
summoning spirits to steal his life energy,” Zabel said. 
“You could command spirits with the tablet? Particularly 


after you imprisoned Death?” 


“Yes. | imprisoned Death,” Inana confirmed. “I then 


assumed command of the spirits of the dead that 
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remained in the world. While Death took them out of the 


world, | made use of them.” 


“A necromancer,” Zabel said. 


“What of Tammuz?” Charles asked. 


Inana paused. For a moment, she didn’t answer. 


“He was a warrior under my command,” Inana finally 


said. “He loved me.” 


“Did you love him?” Sheri asked. 


Inana scowled at her. She had taken an instant 
dislike to the other Middle Eastern woman. Why, she 


hadn't yet said. 


“He loved me,” she repeated. “There were nights 
when we came together. But he never tried to tame me. 
That is what love does. It requires, insists that you 


submit to another, to put another over yourself. No 
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matter what. Even when it isn’t pleasant or 
advantageous, love dictates that you remain with what or 


who is loved.” 


She looked around the room, a challenge in her face 
and words. “That I will never do, and he realized that. 


He was mine, but | was not his.” 


She raised her eyebrows at Sheri, and a note of scorn 
entered her voice. “Inana, a wife and mother? Can you 


even imagine that?” 


“No, | suppose not,” Sheri confessed. “But you think 


so ill of love. You seem to see it as essentially slavery.” 
“Well?” 


“It is not, because it is, ideally, given freely. You find 
someone who complements you, who can be strong when 


you are weak. In return, you are strong for him in his 
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moments of weakness. You don’t have to go through life 


alone.” 


“I wasn’t alone. | had my family and my warriors. 
Even after they died, | kept them close. When I was 
betrayed, Death took them away from me. He took 


everything.” 


“Yes, tell us more about your imprisoning of Death,” 


Zabel spoke up. 


“| would have kept him in prison forever, but | was 
betrayed. My servant, Ninshabar, was persuaded to 
break the tablet that bound him. It is why you found the 


seventh broken.” 


As she said this, Inana’s eyes fastened on Sheri 
again. It was as if she were searching for something in 
the other woman’s face. Or if she recognized someone 


from the past. 
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“After my betrayal, | fought against Death,” Inana 
continued. “I placed my soul into a piece of the broken 


tablet by scratching an inscription on one of its pieces.” 


“The last passage,” Charles confirmed. “The part 
that wasn’t in the manuscript found at the ruin. The 


house of Enki, we suppose.” 


“Yes. My remaining people must have fled there and 
joined Enki’s people,” Inana confirmed. She scowled at 
Sheri. “Yes. Ninshabar must have had children as well. 


And descendants.” 


“What are you saying to me?” Sheri asked. 


“You have her face. You must be a daughter of 
hers.” Inana nodded once. “Yes. I’m Sure of it. | will 


never forget that face.” 
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Sheri shifted in her chair. “Even if that were so, what 
of it? | did nothing to you. | wasn’t even alive when you 


were,” 


“Perhaps it would be best if we all focused on the 
present,” Zabel said. Inana looked at him. Then she 


turned her attention back to Sheri. 


“To go back to your earlier comment, Sheri 
Beaumont, you would tell me that you and Charles are 
equals, would you not? That it isn’t a matter of 


Submission?” 
“Yes, | would,” Sheri confirmed. 


“But no matter how hard you try, there can never be 
complete agreement between two people at all times. 
Besides that, from what | read of the ages between Apsu 
and America, women in general have been submissive to 


” 


men. 
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“In our time, men and women have equal rights 
under the law, and equal opportunities in occupations,” 


Curwen said. 
“In theory, at least,” Harlan muttered. 


“And in marriage, the husband of the household 
must care for and protect his wife and children,” Charles 
said. “Our Bible, given to us by the Ageless God, as you 
call him, teaches us that husbands are to love their wives 
as their own flesh. Authority, whether between spouses, 
parents and children, or masters and servants, is a 


responsibility. Not a license for abuse and cruelty.” 


“You are free to philosophize and debate because 
your lives are easy,” Inana countered. “Your people are 
soft, fat, and weak because you have abundance of 
pleasures and provisions. It was not so in my time. My 


life was one of constant struggle. Against the heat, 
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against famine, and against enemies. | had to be my 


own. | had to be strong. | had to be an individual.” 


She looked around them again. “Didn't the founders 
of your country value that? Why then do you talk to me 
of love and responsibility to others? Where is there 


strength in that?” 


She focused on the Beaumonts once again. “Why do 


you speak of the Ageless God?” 


“Because we think he is our God,” Charles said. “The 


true God.” 


“| learned long ago that the gods of my youth were 
mere idols, while the ageless God lives above and beyond 


our world.” 


“How does he fit into the forces described on the 
tablets?” Harlan asked. “Is he in all things, like a force, or 


universal spirit?” 
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“No. | told you. He is above and beyond. Who are 
the ones who believe in that manner? The ‘Eastern’ 
religion followers? They are as wrong as the Apsu who 


believed in many gods but no overarching God of all.” 


“Why don’t you serve him, if you saw him face to 
face?” Sheri asked. “Do you fear that love and devotion 


will mean a loss of freedom?” 


“| fear nothing!” Inana snapped. She slammed her 
fists on the table, making them all jump. “I serve 
nobody! | am my own master! | and! alone! | will 


triumph, | will...” 


She trailed off. Seeing the shock and fear on her 
faces, Inana swallowed once and seemed to regain 


control over herself. 
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Sheri shook her head. “Strength isn’t rage. 
Cornered animals make noise and their hair stands out 


because they are afraid, not fearless.” 


She paused, and Charles squeezed her knee 
reassuringly. He wanted to let her know that he was here 
for her, for he had the terrible premonition that Inana 
would have attacked her if not for the table and other 


people between them. 


“It is by loving God and others that we become true 
men and women,” Sheri continued. “Because you use 
your gifts, your talents and abilities, in ways you never 


would if you only worked for yourself.” 


She looked at Inana intently. “How much history 
have you read? There is so much more than wars and 
conquerors. There are explorers, along with artists, 
scientists, and humanitarians. All of them were great 


individuals, different and unique.” 
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“What is your point, Sheri Beaumont?” 


“All of them changed the world. Because they loved, 
if not God, then their fellow men. If nothing else, they 
were interested in and cared for something beyond 
themselves. It is the tyrants of history, Nero, Hitler, 
Stalin, who were and are all alike. Arrogant, cruel, and 
lecherous. They might as well have been the same 
monster over and over. The only thing that keeps them 
from being tiresome is that they were real, and their 


actions caused real anguish.” 


“You wouldn’t have lasted a week in Apsu,” Inana 


Said. Her voice was even, but all could see her fury. 


“Let’s change the subject,” Zabel interrupted. “Could 
you capture Death again?” He took a deep breath, and 


licked his lips. “Could you make it so he can’t touch us?” 
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Inana folded her hands, and studied them for a 
moment. “There would need to be a Sacrifice,” she said. 
“If people die, then Death will come for their soul. He 


must, or the dead will draw energy from the living.” 


“Because they would have no choice,” Harlan 
pointed out. “No more choice than a magnet does in 
attracting iron. It’s just the way it, and they, are made. 


That’s why Death would come.” 


“And you could snare him with the tablets,” Zabel 


finished. “Yes. Of course! Do it.” 
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“No one is dying anytime soon,” Sheri said. “I hope.’ 


“There are people in the hospital who are terminal,” 
Whately offered. “People who could be taken off life 


Support.” 
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“Morgan!” Charles said. “Do you hear yourself? Do 
no harm; isn’t that what physicians are supposed to do? 


Are you really talking about killing people?” 


“Well, wait a minute,” Whately answered. His calling 
as a doctor did bother his conscience in that moment. 
“I’m not saying we wouldn’t do it without a good reason. 
| mean... there are people who would be dead anyway if 
not for modern science. I’ve wondered if it’s really doing 
good to keep them alive. Or if we’re only prolonging their 
pain. Do no harm, maybe, but is that what we’re really 
doing anyway?” 

“What happens if Death is your prisoner?” Curwen 
asked. “According to the epic, the dead would swarm 
over the living. The victory over Death doesn’t seem like 
much of a victory. Couldn’t you, | don’t know, just keep 
him away from us when it’s our time, and leave it at 


that?” 
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“| have learned from past experience,” Inana said. “I 
will use the tablets to banish or keep whom I...we...wish. 


There will be no repeat of Apsu.” 


“So we alone decide who lives and who dies,” Zabel 


said. “Not even if we die do we have to go.” 


“I’ve heard enough,” Charles said. He stood up. 


Sheri stood with him. “We're leaving.” 
“Sit down, you two,” Zabel replied. 
“No. We're not going to be part of this.” 


“You already are. We have already been over that. 


No going back now.” 


“You paid me to translate,” Charles argued. “Well? 


I’ve done what you asked.” 


“Where are you going to go? Who would you tell? 


The police?” 
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Zabel gestured at Bronson and Lynch. 


“Someone else? And tell them what? They wouldn’t 


believe you. No one would.” 


“Stay with us,” Curwen urged. “Think about it. To 
not fear the inevitable because it no longer is inevitable. 
We could have the very thing Adam and Eve were falsely 


promised.” 


“You shall not surely die,” Zabel quoted. “You shall 
be as gods. My dream. The dream of mankind. Yes, 


even yours. What you really want from God.” 


“That’s blasphemy,” Sheri answered. “We will never 
be gods. There’s a reason we aren't given certain 


things.” 


Inana rose from her seat. “You will face your fears? 
Daughter of Ninshabar?” Inana asked. The hate could be 


seen in her eyes again. 
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Inana looked at the policemen and nodded once. 
Lynch and Bronson stood and grabbed the Beaumonts. 
Charles and Sheri cried out, and tried to pull free, but the 
others were stronger, and held them tight. Lynch pulled 
out his gun with his other hand. He held it at Sheri’s 


temple, and she froze. 


Zabel stood. It wasn’t lost on him that Inana had 
commanded his men. And they had obeyed. He had to 
assert himself, and quickly, if he was to keep control of 
things. Even now, he held on to hope that he could keep 
the Apsu queen in check with his superior knowledge of 


the present. 


“Charles and Sheri won’t be harmed,” he told Inana. 
“We will have to detain them, but they are still part of us, 
whether they like it or not. Dr. Whately can go to the ICU 


and find someone on life support. You can use the 
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tablets to control the spirit and eventually imprison 


Death.” 


Inana and Zabel stared each other down for a long 
moment. Neither spoke and the room awaited their 
response. The Beaumont’s only hope was that their 
enemies would fight among themselves and not be able 


to unite against anyone else. 


“These pale squirmers you’ve shown me aren’t men, 
Mr. Zabel,” Inana said at last. She stood at her full height 
and stared down on them all with disdain. “True men and 
women have clearly vanished from the Earth. Except for 
me. To think such as these would inherit the world we 
began. Still...they yet have souls. Kill one, and | will have 


that soul to ensnare our mutual enemy.” 


“Lynch, Bronson, take the Beaumonts to a secure 


room and lock them up,” Zabel said. “Whately, you and 
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Harlan go upstairs. Record everything. We will work 


together in this.” 
“Yes,” Inana nodded. “Together.” 


As they were taken out, however, something strange 
happened. Charles and Sherri both began to get light 
headed. Lynch, thinking it was a trick, pushed them 
forward. However, the lightheadedness increased and, 


their eyes rolling back, they collapsed on the floor. 


Whately called out, and ran over to them. The 
others, startled, followed him. He felt their necks fora 
pulse and saw their chests rise and fall. But they were 


unconscious, and couldn’t be roused by shaking them. 
“What is this?” Inana demanded. 


“| don’t know,” Zabel replied. “Maybe it was the 
stress? Morgan, have some orderlies get them and put 


them in a hospital ward.” 
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“No, you don’t understand,” Inana answered. She 
looked around, and there was just the slightest trace of 


nervousness in her expression. “Their souls are gone.” 
“What?” they all asked at once. 


“| reached out as they fell,” she continued. “l 
thought that perhaps we could use them in that way. 


But, | can feel no soul in either body.” 


“You mean you can just pull a soul out of a body?” 


Curwen asked, his eyes widening. 


“No. | can control only the dead. | thought maybe 


they had fallen dead. But instead...” 


She trailed off, and Morgan checked them again. 


“They are alive,” he argued. “Their bodies at least.” 


Inana looked around again, warily. “It’s him,” she 


whispered. “He is here.” 
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“Death?” Zabel asked. 


When she nodded, they all stood back up. “Then we 
have to move fast,” Zabel decided. “Morgan, like | said, 
get these two in a room where we can check them. Then 
go and find a patient to give to Inana. With that, she will 


have someone she can fight with.” 
“Yes,” Inana agreed. 


“Curwen, Bronson, patrol the grounds. Lynch, you 


stand guard here. Harlan, take your readings.” 


“Dr. Stephens is still on duty, | believe,” Whately 


offered. “She can watch the Beaumonts.” 
“Good.” 


“Do you think we should notify her family?” 
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“Yes,” Inana answered for Zabel. Her eyes burned 
with the old hatred once more. “We can destroy them as 


well. None of Ninshabar’s children deserve life.” 


“Fine, but remember what we're really here for,” 
Zabel said, still having the sinking feeling that the 


necromancer was trying to take charge without him. 


“| remember,” Inana assured him. “This time, Death 


has no help.” 
XXI 


Gershom, Daniel and Jeremiah entered the main 
lobby of the hospital. Dr. Whately met them and 
escorted them to a room. Dr. Stephens was there, 


looking over the charts of Sherri and Charles. 


“They collapsed in the basement,” Dr. Whately told 


them. “I’m not sure why. Pat, anything?” 
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“We took a basic metabolic panel. Nothing unusual 
there.” She pointed at the vital sign monitors above 
them. Daniel and Jeremiah looked at them intently. 


Again, there was nothing out of the ordinary. 


“How long?” Jeremiah demanded. Gershom walked 
over between the beds. He touched the forehead of 
Sherri and then of Charles. Then, tearing up, he sat ina 
chair in a corner of the room. Quietly, he began to pray 


in his own language. 


“Not long. Less than an hour. But it was so sudden 


that...” 
He trailed off. 


“Pat, | need to make the other rounds. Can you 


please sit with the Mattais for a while?” 


“I think you should, Morgan. You know them better 


than | do.” 
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“Yes, well...” 


He didn’t finish, but left the room. Dr. Stephens 
huffed; what was wrong with him? Didn’t he see where 
he was really needed? Sheepishly, she gave the brothers 
a hug, and agreed to sit with them. Gershom, 


meanwhile, kept praying. 


After getting the Beaumonts squared away, Whately 
went to the ICU. The night nurses were surprised at the 
appearance of their boss, but he assured them that there 
was no trouble. He asked about patients, and told them 


that he wanted to look at a few charts to stay in practice. 


“Administration doesn’t always feel like real 
medicine,” he said. He smiled, and they took no notice of 


the hollow sound of the words. 
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He had already snuck into the pharmacy and found a 
syringe of potassium chloride. Normally, it would be 
diluted and infused slowly over an hour if a patient had 
electrolyte imbalances. However, given as a quick bolus, 
it would function as a lethal injection, stopping a human 


heart. 


He found the chart of a patient already in heart 
failure. Perusing it, he waited for the nurses to check on 
other patients. Then, he went into the patient’s darkened 


room. 


A man was sleeping, hooked up to a monitor showing 
his vital signs. While not on a ventilator, he was making a 
Slow recovery from recent heart surgery. His heart was 


already weak and a little more stress surely would stop it. 


He took out the syringe. First do no harm. Charles 
had reminded him of that. Yet, wasn’t that what they did 


by prolonging life after it would have ended on its own? 
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No, he didn’t want to give up on anyone who happened to 


get sick or wounded. On the other hand... 


If the epic was true, if Inana’s boast was true, they 
could imprison Death. They could spare those who were 
guaranteed to live or who had a desire to live. Those who 
couldn’t or wouldn’t make it could be granted early 
release. No one would linger any more. No one would 


have to suffer for nothing. 


He understood Charles’ misgivings. He really did. 
But Zabel was right. They were too far in to turn back 
now. Inana was alive; she wasn’t about to give up the life 
she had been restored to. They couldn’t just walk away 
and let her out alone in the world. Better to keep her 


close, and direct her actions as much as they could. 


Setting his jaw, he put the needle in the arm of the 


patient. After throwing it out in the biohazard bin, he 
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watched the monitor. As the vital signs dropped, he went 


out into the hall. 


“Nurses! Come quickly! Something’s wrong,” he 


called out. 


Behind him, he heard the unmistakable whine of a 
monitor flat lining. No one would suspect him; the 
patient’s electrolytes were irregular to begin with. He 
had alerted the nurses. Moreover, when Inana had been 
raised from the dead, several patients’ health had turned 
for the worse. Probably from her stealing from the vital 
force or whatever it was that was meant for the living and 


not the dead. 


Do no harm. 


Dr. Harlan sat in a waiting room with her detector. If 


her theory was true, she would see a drop in the vital 
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energy from the presence of a spirit held in this world. 
Her brow furrowed. What was the energy? Dark matter 


or energy? Could it be what held the universe together? 


Inana had denied that God was anything like a 
pantheistic life force. On the other hand, Harlan didn’t 
believe in a personal one like Charles and Sheri. Perhaps, 
she could concede a God like Einstein’s: the sum total of 
all forces working together to make order out of chaos. 
Of course, that assumed humans already knew all 


physical laws at work in the universe. 


She would never tell those idiots, but sometimes she 
did envy the Beaumont’s confidence in their beliefs. 
Science, by its very nature, never stopped gathering 
data. While it was true they could be confident in basic 
principles and practical applications, they couldn’t be 
about the most fundamental things. At the edge of 
knowledge, where cosmology and quantum mechanics 
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were being researched, they never knew when the next 
discovery would overturn everything they thought they 
knew. It had happened before. Just ask Copernicus, 


Galileo, Newton or Einstein. 


Dr. Harlan’s monitor began to beep. She measured 
the surge in the tablet energy and the drop in vital 
energy before she felt the chill in her body. The energy 
drew heat and light as well as life to itself. The dead, the 


ghosts, drew power from the living. They couldn’t help it. 


She looked up and flinched. It was the strongest 
reaction she had had to anything in a long time. All her 
thoughts about forces and energy, how to fit it in with 
what she thought she already knew, vanished when she 


Saw it. 


A black humanoid shape drifted down the hall. Nor 
was it a mere shadow. It was a black thing that pulled in 


all light, and made it disappear. Harlan felt her vision 
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clouding, and her throat constricted. A sick feeling 


overtook her. Along with growing fear. 


I am a modern, rational, scientific mind, she thought. 
| wasn’t afraid of ghosts as a child and I’m not afraid of 


them now. 


Yet she was. 


She felt the figure’s attention turn to her. She only 
wanted it to go on and leave her be. She wanted to run, 
but her head was swimming, and she began to cough. If 
she stood, then she knew she would grow dizzy and 


collapse. 


Please just go. 


Then the figure’s head turned, as if its attention was 
drawn away. It floated down the hall and through a wall. 


Slowly, the sickness ebbed away, and with it, her fear. 
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She was Dr. Blythe Harlan again. And she had new data 


to analyze. 


Dr. Stephens felt the shadow before she saw it. A 
humanoid figure passing down the hallway. She cried 
out, making the three men in the room with her look up 


as well. 


Gershom reacted the fastest and strongest. It was 
exactly like what he had seen in Iraq. An unclean spirit, 
ready to drain the life away from the living. Frantically, 
he raised his voice and began to pray again. He went 
over to his sons, and joined hands with them. One of 
them reached for Dr. Stephens’ hand, and she gave it. 


She didn’t dare not to. 


All of them sounded hoarse, but all were praying 


aloud. Daniel and Jeremiah were doing so in their 
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language, the brothers following the words of their father. 
Dr. Stephens just prayed for God to watch over them and 
send away the evil. She didn’t know what do, only that 


she couldn’t do it alone. 


Slowly, the shadow floated down the hallway. Their 
throats clearing, Dr. Stephens ran out into the hallway 
and looked both ways. The thing, whatever it had been, 


was gone. 


Daniel came up behind her and led her back into the 


room. 


“Stay here,” he said. “We must keep praying. It is 


an evil night.” 


Harlan and Whately went back to their lab in the 
basement. Zabel waved them over to where he and 


Inana were standing. She had placed the tablets, still in 
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Harlan’s frame, on the table. Chanting in a low voice, she 
ordered the spirit to appear over the frame. The spirit 
struggled feebly, but couldn’t resist the commands of its 


summoner. 
“Extraordinary,” Zabel whispered. 


“You wished to see a triumph over death, Zabel,” 
Inana said. “Are you satisfied? | was queen of Apsu. | 
am the necromancer. | will be the master of Death 


himself.” 


Zabel coughed. It was getting chilly in here. “Good, 


good. Send it away now, so it doesn’t affect us.” 
“lam in no danger.” 


“What about us?” He coughed again. His head swam 


fora moment. He shook it in order to clear it. 


“What of you?” 
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Inana chanted again. The spirit moved out of the 
circle. Slowly it drifted towards them. Zabel’s eyes 
widened as he realized what was happening. He quickly 


reached out for Inana. 


The necromancer lashed out with her fist. It 
connected with Zabel’s jaw, and he fell hard on his back. 
He cried out, and in addition to the pain, he felt his head 
and throat filling up with congestion. His senses dulled 
and he tried to cough out the phlegm. It was as though 
he was dying of pneumonia, or some other advanced 


respiratory infection. 


“Help me,” Zabel said. “Please. | don’t want to die! 


| don’t want to die!” 


“I obey nobody,” Inana answered, her tone and face 


full of scorn. “I don’t serve. | am served.” 
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Zabel tried to move, to cry out, to do anything. But 
he weakened further, and knew he was dying. He had 


given Inana new life, and she was taking his in return. 


He felt his weight decreasing, and realized that he 
was Standing back up. Puzzled, he wondered whether 
Inana had spared him after all. However, he looked down, 
and saw that his body was crumpled over. He had left it. 
He had died. He looked around, and saw Harlan and 
Whately in the same state, looking confused and 


frightened. 


Initially, he felt a sense of relief. His lifelong fear of 
dying had come and he still existed. There would be no 


doubt. On the other hand... 


Inana looked upon him, and gestured. The three of 
them floated forward and reentered their bodies. But 


they were still dead; he felt no heartbeat or pulse. 
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Inana gestured again, and he found himself 
approaching and kneeling before her. He hadn’t wanted 
to, yet he did. Harlan and Whately followed suit. Then he 
knew the truth. His existence would indeed continue, but 


as her creature. His afterlife was not his own. 
XXIl 


Charles and Sheri found themselves in a grey 
landscape. Looking around, they saw that they were ina 
type of desert. While it wasn’t especially hot, the ground 
was covered by gray sand. They could see no sun, but 


had enough light to see. 
“What happened?” Charles asked. “Where are we?” 
“| don’t know,” Sherri replied. 


Hand in hand, they warily began walking. They said 
little to one another, as they seemed to feel very little. 


The last thing they had known was that they were 
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arguing with Zabel about Inana. The others wanted to 
help her regain her powers as a necromancer. To 


imprison Death. To master him. 


But then what? Charles thought he remembered 
feeling dizzy and falling to the floor. But he couldn’t be 
sure. He just found himself in this place, walking with 


Sherri. 


Presently, something did finally appear on the 
horizon. An ancient, though nondescript building. Slowly, 
they made their way to it. When the door opened, they 
Saw someone they never thought they would see again. 


Dr. Colon, from the expedition, was in the doorway. 


“Dr. Colon?” Sheri asked. “But how did you get 
here? Where have you been? Bill said you had 


disappeared.” 


“Please. Come with me,” was the only reply. 
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Charles and Sheri looked at each other nervously. 
But he couldn’t possibly be a part of Zabel’s conspiracy. 


Could he? 


They went inside. The whole area seemed to be 
filled by one room. There were two doors at one end. At 
the other, was a ball shaped object. They approached 


this, and looked at it. Or rather, in it. 


The object had several rings, not unlike the inside of 
a tree trunk. They found that upon focusing, they could 
see each ring up close. Each was in fact its own universe, 


or timeline, extending from a beginning to an end. 


They saw suns rise and set. Civilizations came and 
went, while people lived and died. Soon, they had to step 


back; it was far more than humans could grasp. 


They turned around to ask Dr. Colon about it all. 


Now, however, he could be seen in his true form. Nine 
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feet tall with an inner light, he had four faces, one that 
resembled a man, one an ox, one a lion and one an eagle. 
Moreover, he had several sets of wings and multiple eyes. 
They recognized him immediately as a cherub, such as 


the ones Ezekiel had seen in his vision. 


“Sheri, do you remember the epic?” Charles asked. 
The truth was slowly coming to them. “Do you remember 


the name it gave to Death?” 


“Calculon,” Sheri remembered. “Or... Cal Colon? Dr. 


Calvin Colon?” 


The figure turned back into Dr. Colon once more, and 
nodded. “Yes. Iam he. But while | pulled you here 
before your time, I’m not here for the two of you. I’m 
here for my ancient enemy. | knew she had trapped 
herself into the tablets. But | couldn’t get to her from 
there. If | tried, she would’ve imprisoned me once more. 


Chaos would have reigned.” 
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“Back in Iraq,” Charles remembered. “There were 
sicknesses there. Gershom thought he saw a spirit? 
You?” 

“Not I. Inana. She left the tablet when it was 
excavated and tried to regain strength by taking from the 
living. | put the idea in Gershom’s mind to try an 
exorcism. It was my hope that she would be separated 
from her weapons, but she fled back into the tablet 


instead. If | am to stop her now, then I need your help.” 


“I don’t know what to think about anything,” Dr. 
Stephens confessed. “Things haven't been right here 
lately. Not since Morgan and Bill started doing work on 


mummies.” 


“Mummies?” Daniel asked. “What do you mean?” 
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“Well, that’s why they invested in the hospital in the 
first place. Said they wanted to do research on Apsu 


mummies in private. Get the credit for it or something.” 


“Or something,” Daniel echoed. His brow furrowed. 


“Jeremiah, do you remember the box we had to bring in?” 


“Yes, | do,” Jeremiah said. “We need to question Dr. 


Whately. You're right, something is happening here.” 


“Charles and Sheri have been avoiding us for nearly 
a week,” Jeremiah told her. “They keep saying they 


aren’t upset with us, but won’t tell us anything.” 


“That’s about the time that Inana woman joined 


them,” Dr. Stephens remembered. 
“Inana?!” 


All three of the men said that. Even Gershom, who 


heard the name of the necromancer despite not 
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understanding English. He understood her name. And her 


evil. 


“Yes. She’s a terrible woman, large, strong, and 


sullen.” 


Dr. Stephens looked down. “She frightens me. | 


don’t know why.” 


“I think | know,” Jeremiah told her. 


“But, wait a minute,” Charles replied. “You can go in 


and out of time, according to the epic.” 


“Yes, that’s right,” Sherri said, pointing to the object. 


“That thing there shows the past and present.” 


“But not the future,” Death answered. “I know no 
more about the end of the world than you do. Only the 


Father knows.” 
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“But, it is gradually revealed to you, just as it is to 


us,” she insisted. 
“That is so.” 


“And again, you can see the past. Can’t you just go 


into the past? Prevent Inana from awakening again?” 


“I cannot. It is forbidden me. My function is to bring 


the dead to their judgment.” 


He pointed to the doors at the far end of the room. 
“Nothing more. | cannot change time. | am ferryman, 


not Fury.” 
“But you brought us here.” 


“That was allowed by the Father. It is a very rare 


thing.” 
“Rare, but not unique?” 


Death didn’t answer, and Charles continued. 
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“But then, why can’t we go into the past and change 
time? Send us back to the dig. We could just smash the 


tablets then and there.” 


“You cannot change the past either,” Death 
answered. “Your scientists and fiction writers have 
grasped the reason why. If you went into the past to 
change things, and succeeded, then you remove your 
reason for going back to begin with. It doesn’t work that 


” 


way. 


Death walked over to the object, showing the 
multiple worlds and multiple times. “To prevent a time 
paradox from happening, any ‘change’ made to the past 
would result in the universe splitting into two timelines. 


The original and the new version.” 


“Then, this time would still have Inana awakened?” 


Charles asked. 
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“Yes. Do you see the fact that there are multiple 
universes as it is? It was not so in the beginning. God 


made one world.” 
“What changed?” 


“When | first fought Inana, and she locked her soul 
into the tablets, she also tried to send the spirit of Nergal, 
her uncle, into the past to prevent her defeat. But time, 
like other energy, isn’t created or destroyed. Instead, the 
attempt to change it split the timelines into a multiverse. 
In one, Nergal was seen as a demon, Inana was immortal, 
and more supernatural events occurred than they do in 
your world. They were stopped in the other universe, but 


at great cost.” 


“Why does God allow this sundering of reality?” 


Sherri asked. 
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“It created evil. Yet, it also created good,” Death 
replied. “There are those who love and serve God in 
other worlds than your own, too. And, | believe, at the 
end, God will restore creation from multiple worlds back 


into one. But no one knows for sure.” 
“What do we have to do then?” Charles asked. 


“Destroy the tablets. That is the only way to stop 


” 


her. 


Death and the room began to blur. 


Gershom began shouting, and the others looked 
over. Charles and Sheri’s eyelids began to flutter. Then 


they awakened. As they sat up, the others went to them. 


“I’m all right,” Charles said. “But we don’t have 


much time.” 
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“What do you mean?” Dr. Stephens asked. 


“You and father stay here,” Sheri said. “Daniel, you 
and Jeremiah follow us to the basement. We need to try 


and get the tablets from Inana.” 


They decided to take the stairs rather than the 
elevator. They figured that it would be quieter, and they 
didn’t know whether Inana or the others would try and 
trap them in an elevator if they used it. Slowly, they 


opened the door of the stairs to the basement. 


At first, they saw no one else, but then a shuffling 
sound caused them to whirl around. Lynch stepped 
forward. He was sweating profusely, and looked 
exhausted. His bloodshot eyes didn’t even seem to 


recognize them. 


Lynch raised a gun, and tried to tell them to 


Surrender. He only gurgled, and collapsed. The 
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Beaumonts watched, horrified, as a black shadow rose 
over Lynch’s body. It was his soul, coming up to join 


Zabel in eternal service to Inana, Queen of Apsu. 


Charles went over to Lynch’s body. Looking for 
weapons, he saw the policeman’s handgun, as well as a 
knife in a holster. He took the gun and gave the knife to 
Sheri. They crept down the hall. Sure enough, the lights 


were on in the conference room at the end. 


They peered in, but to their surprise, saw nothing. 
Inana, Zabel and the others were gone. So were the 
tablets. Puzzled, they went back into the hallway. Then, 


three figures jumped out. 
“Look out!” Daniel shouted. 


Zabel, Whately, and Harlan came up, and tackled 


them. Jeremiah and Daniel cried out, and pulled them off 
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of Charles and Sherri. The two men punched Zabel and 


Whately, sending them sprawling. 


Then, another figure appeared. It was the shade of 
Lynch again. As they watched, Harlan, Zabel and 
Whately collapsed. From their bodies, their dead bodies, 
their spirits rose. The four felt their throats constricting, 


and filling up with phlegm. 


“Go,” Daniel said hoarsely to his sister and brother in 


law. “Go.” 


They staggered down the hall. In the lab, Inana 
stood over the frame containing the tablets. She looked 


up, and shrieked in rage. 


Charles felt he wouldn’t get another chance. He shot 
wildly in the direction of the tablets. While his aim wasn’t 
the best, it managed to crack the master tablet once 


more. A couple other tablets were also hit. 
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Inana ran towards him. He pointed the gun at her, 
but when he pulled the trigger, only heard a click. No 


more ammunition. 


Inana jumped on him, and wrapped her hands 
around his throat. His eyes bulged, as the Apsu queen 
choked him. Sheri cried out, and raised the knife. Inana 
looked over her shoulder just as Sheri stabbed her in the 


back. 


Inana let go of Charles, and roared in pain. Standing 
up, she tried to take a step towards Sheri, but staggered. 


Charles stood, and she turned around. Charles gasped. 


Lines were appearing on Inana’s face, and her hair 


was turning gray. 


Inana punched at him, but he ducked, and struck her 


with a returning fist. He felt like he had just punched a 


187 


rock, and gripped his hand with the other, wincing in 


pain. Inana continued to slow down and age. 


They watched, fascinated and horrified, as Inana 
aged into an old woman. Then she fell to the ground. The 
body dried out, and looked like a mummy, dead for 
millennia. Dried flesh crumbled away, revealing the 
Skeleton underneath. Then, even this cracked and 


crumbled into dust. 


A black spirit rose up from this. Charles held Sheri 
close, and a flash of light blinded them. When they could 
see again, they saw Death, in his angelic form, Calculon, 
grab Inana and carry her away, amidst her struggling. 


Then, they both vanished. 


They felt the sickness and disorientation leave them, 
and they went back into the hall. Jeremiah and Daniel 


were all right, and the spirits of their dead comrades were 
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also taken away. They all looked at the bodies that 


remained behind. 


“Bill,” Charles whispered. “Poor fool. He should 
have known. Necromancers don’t deal with the living. 


Only the dead.” 
“Only the dead,” Sheri agreed. 


The brothers looked at them questioningly. Sheri 
shook her head, and they walked back up into the lobby. 
Gershom and Dr. Stephens came from a hallway, and 


they saw Bronson and Curwen enter from the front door. 


“It’s over,” Charles told them all. “Inana, the 


necromancer, has died again.” 


Gershom bowed his head, and said something to 


Sheri. 
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“Father said he felt the oppressive presence leave,” 
She told Charles. “The one he had felt when he got 


here.” 


“What now?” Dr. Stephens asked. “One patient has 


died because of this.” 


“Four others,” Charles said, more to the Knights than 


to the doctor. “Lynch, Harlan, Whately, Bill. All dead.” 


“I’m sure | can get some financial restitution from the 
company,” Curwen said. “I'll have to let the board know, 


get a new CEO appointed...” 


He trailed off, and looked down. Charles patted his 
arm. Bill had been his friend. In spite of everything, 
Curwen and Bronson would miss him. Charles would too, 


truth be told. And Whately and... 
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“Harlan’s research,” he remembered. “We need to 
erase it. Destroy what is left of the tablets, too. This 


should never be attempted again.” 
Curwen nodded slowly. 
Epilogue 


The scandal had hit the town pretty hard. True to his 
word, though, Curwen settled with the dead patient’s 
family out of court. Then he turned the hospital back 


over to Dr. Pat Stephens. 


The dead members of Zabel’s circle were taken back 
to Monstruwakan Valley to be buried there. Bronson 
confiscated the tablet, along with the wrecked frame, 
scanner, and notebooks that Harlan had used to store her 
research in. With the Beaumonts and Mattai’s there, he 


put them into a barrel on the police station’s ground, and 
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blew it up with a stick of dynamite. Never again would 


the tablets be of any use to anyone. 


After that, Bronson told them he would stay in 
Oakwood. He had nowhere else to go, and Curwen was 
taking care of Zabel’s corporate interests as Bill had had 
neither wife nor children. Bronson had commented that 
Zabel had given him purpose in life, but that now he 


would have to find a new purpose. 


In time, Zabel, and his quest for eternal life began to 
fade into memory. Charles and Sheri welcomed children 
into the world, and the other Mattai’s found wives and 
had children of their own. Gershom lived out his life, and 


died peacefully. 


While they mourned him, they had not the despair of 
those without hope. In time, Death would come for them 
all. But for those who knew God, death was only a 


transition to a new and better life. 
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Note: Both Inana, Queen of Apsu and this book are 


alternate versions of the story told in Necromancer and 


Tales of the Necromancer. This is the reason for the 


reference to another world when the Beaumonts are 


speaking with Death. While this story is meant to be 


194 


standalone, the curious reader is referred to the older 


versions. 


-Matthew Striegel 
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